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Chapter 1 — The Last Boat to Moon Island
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The ferry groaned like it was tired of staying afloat.

Rain hammered the roof in quick hard bursts, and every few seconds the boat dropped against the waves with a bang that rattled the windows and made the snack machine buzz angrily in the corner.

Eli Mercer sat stiffly on a cracked vinyl bench, gripping the straps of his backpack while trying not to look seasick.

Across from him, Nora looked completely fine.

Of course she did.

She had one muddy sneaker planted on the bench beside her and was leaning halfway out the rain-flecked window, grinning into the storm like she personally knew the hurricane.

“This is awesome,” she announced.

The ferry slammed into another wave.

A coffee cup slid off a nearby table and exploded across the floor.

Eli swallowed hard. “This is how documentaries start before they find floating debris.”

Nora pointed through the glass. “Look.”

At first he saw only rain and darkness.

Then lightning flashed across the ocean.

An island appeared for half a second.

Black cliffs.

Jagged rocks.

A tower near the shoreline blinking red through the storm.

Then darkness swallowed it again.

Moon Island.

The captain shouted something from the wheelhouse that nobody could hear over the engine.

Near the front of the cabin, Aunt Maya stood with one hand braced against the wall, talking to a dock worker in an orange rain jacket. Her dark curls were tied back beneath a hood, though strands had escaped and whipped wildly every time the ferry lurched.

Unlike most adults, Maya never spoke to kids in the slow careful voice people used when they assumed children were one spilled juice box away from disaster.

She talked to Eli and Nora like teammates.

Usually.

Right now she looked tense.

Not scared exactly.

Focused.

The dock worker kept shaking his head.

Maya answered sharply.

The man pointed toward the island.

Then toward the sea.

Then he crossed his arms like the discussion was over.

Nora narrowed her eyes. “That guy definitely just told her we’re all doomed.”

“He probably said the dock’s flooded.”

“He definitely said doomed.”

Maya finally turned and walked toward them, steadying herself against the swaying seats.

“Well,” she said brightly, which was always suspicious, “good news. We’re almost there.”

“That tone means bad news wearing a fake mustache,” Nora said.

Maya ignored that.

“The storm knocked out power to part of the harbor,” she continued. “So unloading might take longer.”

“How long?” Eli asked.

Maya gave a tiny shrug. “Depends whether the crane still works.”

“That sounds encouraging.”

“The important thing,” Maya said, “is that we stay flexible.”

“Flexible,” Nora repeated. “Adult code for terrible.”

Maya smiled despite herself.

Then the ferry lights flickered.

Once.

Twice.

The cabin dimmed.

For a moment the only light came from the storm outside.

Several passengers looked up nervously.

The old man asleep near the vending machine opened one eye and muttered, “Happens every time we pass the reef.”

Nobody answered him.

The lights steadied again.

But Eli noticed Maya glance toward the black water outside.

Not casually.

Like she was checking for something.

He followed her gaze.

At first he saw only waves smashing against the ferry.

Then—

A pale blue glow moved beneath the surface.

Eli straightened.

It drifted through the dark water beside the boat.

Not lightning.

Not reflections.

Something under the ocean.

The glow vanished beneath the waves.

“Nora,” Eli whispered.

But she had already seen it.

Her grin faded.

“What was that?”

The ferry horn blasted loudly enough to shake the windows.

Ahead, Moon Island emerged fully from the storm.

It looked less like an island and more like the broken top of a volcano shoved out of the sea.

Tall cliffs surrounded most of the shoreline.

Dense jungle covered the upper slopes.

Rusting towers and antennas stood crooked against the ridge lines.

Near the harbor sat a cluster of low concrete buildings facing the ocean.

The research station.

Most of the windows were dark.

Only a few yellow lights glowed through the rain.

The ferry pushed into the harbor while dock workers rushed across the pier securing ropes against the wind.

Eli grabbed his backpack as the passengers stood.

The entire boat tilted sharply.

Somebody yelped.

The captain shouted, “Easy! EASY!”

The ferry slammed sideways into the dock with a heavy crunch.

Nora laughed.

“You are enjoying this way too much,” Eli muttered.

“You are enjoying it exactly the wrong amount.”

Rain exploded across them the second they stepped outside.

Within seconds Eli’s hoodie was soaked.

The harbor smelled like salt, diesel fuel, wet wood, and fish.

Dock lights swung wildly in the wind.

Workers hurried to unload supply crates while waves crashed against the pilings below.

Maya pointed uphill toward the station buildings.

“Stay close.”

Theo appeared while they were dragging luggage off the ramp.

Eli noticed him because he was the only person standing perfectly still in the chaos.

About their age.

Curly dark hair.

Oversized yellow raincoat.

Holding a flashlight under his chin like a campfire ghost story.

“You the science lady’s kids?” he called over the storm.

“Nephew and niece,” Maya corrected.

Theo nodded like this mattered deeply.

“Cool. I’m Theo. Your jeep battery died again.”

Maya sighed heavily. “Again?”

“On the bright side,” Theo said, “it only rolled backward into one fence post this time.”

Nora burst out laughing.

“You let him drive?”

“He stole the keys,” Maya said.

Theo grinned. “Borrowed.”

A crane nearby squealed loudly as workers lowered cargo onto the dock.

One metal container slipped suddenly sideways.

Men shouted.

The crate crashed hard against the pier.

Its doors burst partially open.

Inside sat rows of strange metal cylinders covered in warning labels.

Dr. Maya’s expression changed instantly.

“Don’t touch those!” she snapped.

Too late.

One cylinder rolled free across the wet dock.

Straight toward the edge.

Eli lunged automatically.

So did another figure emerging through the rain from the far side of the pier.

The stranger caught the cylinder inches before it rolled into the ocean.

Tall.

Dark coat.

Black umbrella untouched by the storm somehow.

The man lifted the cylinder carefully and handed it back to the workers.

Even from several yards away, Eli noticed the man’s calmness.

Everyone else on the dock looked cold, wet, angry, or exhausted.

This guy looked like he’d stepped out of a magazine advertisement for expensive watches.

Theo muttered quietly, “Uh oh.”

Maya’s shoulders tightened.

The man approached them slowly through the rain.

“Dr. Reyes,” he said smoothly.

His voice was soft enough that people leaned closer to hear it.

“Always dramatic when you arrive.”

Maya did not smile.

“Victor.”

Dr. Victor Vane lowered the umbrella slightly and studied Eli and Nora.

“They must be the famous Mercers.”

“We’re not famous,” Eli said.

“That’s exactly what famous people say before documentaries happen,” Nora added.

To Eli’s surprise, Vane laughed.

Not loudly.

Carefully.

Like he practiced it.

“I can already tell,” he said, “this island is about to become much more interesting.”

Lightning flashed behind the cliffs.

For a split second Eli saw something high above the harbor.

An old concrete bunker built into the rock.

And standing beside it—

A silhouette.

Watching them.

The lightning vanished.

So did the figure.

Eli blinked hard, trying to see through the rain.

Nothing.

Just darkness and cliffs.

“You coming?” Nora called.

Everyone had already started moving uphill toward the station.

Eli glanced once more toward the bunker.

The storm clouds rolled above the island like black smoke.

Far offshore, deep beneath the waves, something blue glowed briefly in the water again.

Then disappeared.
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Chapter 2 — The Cave Below the Tide
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The blue glow vanished beneath the waves.

Eli stood frozen at the edge of the harbor while rain lashed sideways across the dock.

“Eli!” Nora shouted from uphill.

He tore his eyes from the water and hurried after the others.

The path to the station zigzagged up the cliffside through slick volcanic rock and patches of bent grass whipping violently in the wind. Below them, the harbor lights shrank into trembling yellow dots.

Theo walked backward ahead of them, somehow not slipping.

“The good news,” Theo announced, “is the storm usually keeps the giant crabs away.”

Eli looked up sharply. “Giant what?”

Theo grinned.

Maya sighed. “There are no giant crabs.”

“Not officially.”

Nora pointed at Theo. “I like him.”

The station finally came into full view at the top of the ridge.

It looked less like a scientific facility and more like an abandoned fortress.

Concrete walls.

Rust-streaked railings.

Satellite dishes tilted toward the storm.

Several buildings connected by metal walkways above crashing waves below.

Only one section still had power.

Warm yellow light glowed through rain-covered windows.

Everything else sat dark.

A loose antenna somewhere above them squealed in the wind like an animal crying out.

“Comforting place,” Nora said.

“Wait until daytime,” Theo replied. “It looks worse.”

Inside, the station smelled like seawater, old coffee, machinery, and damp paper.

Generators hummed somewhere deep in the building.

Maya led them through narrow halls lined with framed ocean maps and faded research photos. Some of the pictures had been removed recently, leaving pale rectangles on the walls.

Eli noticed scratch marks around one empty frame.

Like somebody had ripped it down quickly.

“Your rooms are upstairs,” Maya said. “Please do not wander tonight.”

Theo immediately looked offended.

“What? Why are you looking at me?”

“Because statistically,” Maya replied, “if something catches fire, explodes, or falls into the ocean, you’re nearby.”

“That is wildly unfair.”

Nora nodded thoughtfully. “What percentage of explosions are we talking?”

Theo counted silently on his fingers.

Then lowered his hand.

“I invoke my legal right not to answer.”

Maya pointed firmly down the hallway. “Bed. Both of you.”

Theo saluted badly and disappeared.

Nora leaned toward Maya. “You trust him enough to give him vehicle access?”

“No,” Maya answered. “That’s the problem.”

Their rooms sat side by side overlooking the ocean.

Eli dropped his backpack onto the bed and immediately crossed to the rain-streaked window.

The storm still hammered the island.

Waves exploded against the cliffs far below.

For a while he saw nothing except darkness and rain.

Then—

A flash of pale blue shimmered beneath the water again.

Farther out this time.

Moving.

Not drifting.

Swimming.

Eli pressed closer to the glass.

A knock startled him.

Nora entered carrying a flashlight and two packaged cookies.

“Emergency rations,” she declared.

“You stole those.”

“I rescued them from loneliness.”

She tossed him one and dropped onto the second bed.

For a minute neither of them spoke.

The wind rattled the windows hard enough to
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