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CHAPTER ONE

THE RETURN
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Alex Harker and his twin sister Jessica sat together in the last row of seats; at twelve years old they were neither the oldest nor the youngest of the thirty-five children on the Briar Ridge Orphanage’s activity bus. However, they were by far the most excited. 

The bright glow of the day and salty breath of the sea entered the old white bus through its ranks of open windows and called to them like the parents they had never known. “Welcome home,” whispered the sun. “Welcome home at long last,” whispered the breeze.

The bus had left the highway half an hour earlier. Gone were the tall billboards advertising restaurants and outlet malls. Gone was the frenetic flow of traffic. The massive signage with its gaudy colors had been replaced by towering trees with long green fronds. The steady hum of countless engines had been replaced by the drone of cicadas. And the air, which had smelled of hot asphalt and engine exhaust, was now heavy with the invigorating scent of the ocean. 

Yet unlike the other children, it was not a week of sun and sand that had the Harker twins excited. It was the idea of returning to where they had been found as blanket-swaddled babies, alone in a peculiar boat, washed ashore by an even more peculiar hurricane. Like that hurricane which had simply materialized out of thin air, so too, it seemed, had the twins as well. Tucked into the blanket in which both children were wrapped was what appeared to be an unprinted page torn from a book. Upon the page, written in a bold, flourishing script, was a single word; the name, Harker. 

Alex stared out of his window. The trees and foliage on either side of the sandy road seemed to close in around the bus. Then he saw it. The sign. “Welcome to Camp Sea Grass.” He nudged Jessica in the arm. She woke with a grumble. 

“We’re here!” Alex exclaimed. 

His sister leaned over him, crushing him against the seat, and poked her head through the open window to see for herself. Her long blonde hair fluttered wildly in the wind. “Wow. That was fast,” she said as she settled back into the seat.

“Fast for you maybe. It’s been two hours. You fell asleep as soon as we hit the highway. You slept the whole time.” 

From near the front of the bus came the sound of Miss Arbuckle clearing her throat. Jessica slouched deeper into the seat. After a moment, she said to Alex, “Do you remember anything now that we’re so close to the sea?”

Alex shrugged and shook his head.

“Me neither,” Jessica admitted.

“I wish I did,” Alex said. “I wish we knew more than the stories Miss Arbuckle told us about how she found us.”

A shadow swayed over them and the twins looked up to find the headmistress standing in the aisle next to their seat. “I had a feeling you two would be thinking about that night.”

“It’s kind of hard not to,” Jessica said. 

Miss Arbuckle smiled. Her hair, which should have been streaked with grey at her age, was still black as darkest night. She wore in a tight bun, low at the back of her head. Her large, deep set eyes were warm and compassionate as she settled into the empty seat across the aisle.

Miss Arbuckle smiled. “Gracious me, how time flies. Why it seems like just yesterday the last time I... I mean we were here.”

Alex sighed. “At least you can remember having been here. We don’t remember anything, not really anyway.”

“Oh, pish-posh, Alexander Harker. How can you expect to remember that day? Why you were both just babies, neither of you any bigger than a loaf a’bread.”

Jessica said, “Tell about the storm again. Please.”

“T‘weren’t no storm, child. It was a hurricane. But not like any hurricane that ever was. It had been a right gorgeous day; bright and sunny as a postcard picture. There was no warning, no heaviness of the clouds, no trace of darkness creeping toward the shore, no wildness of wind or sea ahead of the hurricane. It simply came out of nowhere as if by magic.” 

“Magic,” Alex repeated under his breath. 

Miss Arbuckle went on. “Some might even say it was black magic.”

“Do you think so?” Jessica asked, her voice filled with concern.

“Don’t be silly, girl. If it was magic that brought the two of you here, then it was good magic, pure and simple, if you want my opinion.”

The bus bounced through a pothole in the shell-paved road.

Alex glanced out the window. “Look!” he exclaimed. “I can see the ocean!”

Jessica practically crushed him as she looked for herself. “We’re really here,” she said. 

“Well,” said Miss Arbuckle, “I reckon I’d best get back to the front of the bus.”

As she stood to leave, Alex said, “Later, will you show us where we were found?”

Miss Arbuckle gave him an assuring smile. “I’ll be happy to, dear.” And then she made her way forward and settled into the seat directly behind the bus driver.

The twins sat transfixed, catching every glimpse of the sea that showed between the trees lining the roadside.

Finally, the bus turned one last time; the trees, the road, and the world became things of the past. Only the ocean remained.

At least that was how the twins felt. In fact, the bus was crossing a sandy-edged parking lot surrounded on three sides by small cabins and playing fields.

The bus’s brakes squeaked once, hissed, and finally brought the vehicle to a full stop. 

“All right, children,” Miss Arbuckle said as she stood in the aisle at the front of the bus. “We’ll get off seat by seat, row by row. Make sure you have all of your belongings with you before you get off the bus.”

Like everyone else, Alex and Jessica retrieved their backpacks from the overhead rack above their seat. They waited impatiently as the bus emptied. “I told you we should have sat up front,” Alex complained.

“No you didn’t,” Jessica said.

“Well, I should have.”

Finally, it was their turn to exit the bus. They stepped in to the bright warmth the of the late morning sun and heard the steady, rolling call of the sea.

“We’re here,” said Alex.

“We’re really, really here,” Jessica echoed.
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CHAPTER TWO

AN UNEXPECTED DISCOVERY
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Seagulls called to one another as they rode the sea breezes beneath a bright blue sky and drifting white clouds. The sea breathed slowly and steadily; its surface rose and fell in gentle swells that turned into curling waves which in turn broke and rolled upon the beach.

Alex shifted the buckets and shovels in his grip and looked back along the shoreline. Miss Arbuckle was a tiny speck among the even tinier specks of their school mates: like a mother hen watching her chicks run and play in the sand and sea. “Jess, do you really think we should be so far from the group?” Alex asked. “If Miss Arbuckle notices we’re gone, she’ll ruin our vacation.”

Jessica stopped and looked down as the surf rolled in around her ankles. “Will you stop worrying, already?” 

“Yeah, but she said to stay where she can see us.”

“You can see her, can’t you?”

“Yeah.”

“Then she can see you too.”

Alex had to admit that his sister had a point. He only hoped that if Miss Arbuckle realized they were so far away, that she would accept Jessica’s logic.

Jessica had begun walking again. 

“Really, Jess, what’s wrong with the sand we’ve been walking through for the past ten minutes?”

“I don’t know. It just doesn’t feel right,” she said absently, almost as though she was falling asleep.

“Well, you know what it feels like to me?” Alex said. “It feels like sand and it all feels the same!” He was getting irritated now. All he wanted to do was build a huge sand castle. 

Jessica didn’t seem to hear him as she rounded a grass covered dune. “This is the place!” she exclaimed.

Alex was not impressed. There was nothing different about the place than any place of the beach he had seen so far. But he wasn’t about to complain. 
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The tower rose from the sea, surrounded by spires of jagged stone. Tortured waves battered the menacing structure with no effect. No living thing stirred the seas near the tower... no living thing, that was, but the sea serpent.  

The tower was a prison, a place of no return. 

“Wow, you just made that up?” Jessica asked as she filled her bucket with more wet sand.

Alex blinked. “What?”

“All that stuff about the tower and the sea monster.”

As his sister spoke, Alex looked over the sand castle that he couldn’t quite remember building. It was almost as though it had built itself, guiding his hands in the effort. It wasn’t exactly a castle, he realized. It was a tower. 

“Uh, yeah, I guess so,” he finally said.

“You described it almost like a real place.” 

Alex noticed his sister’s expression grow puzzled as she regarded his handiwork. “What?” he demanded.

“I dunno. Now that I look at it, it does seem like I’ve seen it before.”

“That’s impossible. I’ve never even built a sand castle....er, tower, before.”

Jessica shook her head. “Not that, dummy. I mean, I think I’ve seen that tower before.”

Alex, who was also beginning to feel an unexplainable familiarity with the tower, was suddenly interested in her thoughts. “Really?”

But Jessica finally shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe I saw it in a book or movie or something.”

Alex felt his shoulders sag. As always, Jessica made too much sense. Without realizing it, he had probably just based the sand tower on something he had seen somewhere before. “I suppose so,” he said.

They sat a moment longer, silently regarding the sand-sculpted tower. Finally, Jessica said, “Let’s build another one...”

“Yeah,” Alex grinned. “A bigger one.”

They set to work digging up sand by the bucketful and dumping it into a pile that would become the foundation for the ultimate sand castle. They dug their sand from around the mounting pile, creating a deep, ring-shaped hole that would become an imposing moat.

The ends of the circle drew closer together and Jessica hoped to be the one to remove the final bit of sand separating them. She plunged her small shovel into the waterlogged earth, but instead of soft yielding sand, the shovel struck something as hard as stone. 

“What happened?” Alex asked, having noticed her subtle scowl. 

“I hit a rock, or something,” she replied. 

“Let’s see,” said Alex as he sidled over next to her. With their shovels, they began to clear away the sand, then as a grey, spherical object was partially exposed, they set the shovels aside and used their hands. 

Alex felt the object shift, like a lose tooth, as the sand lost its hold on it. “I’ve got it!” he said.

Jessica sat back on her heels as Alex began to lift the thing from the hole. He held it before him and his face paled. “What is it?” Jessica demanded.

Alex turned the thing around for her to see. She screamed... well, more of a squeak than a scream. “It’s a skull!” She said. “A human skull!”

Alex set the skull down in the sand. “Yeah, but look at it,” he said quietly. 

As though the skull was not shocking enough by virtue of being a skull, it looked as though the top of its dome was removable, held fast by black iron hasps. The ends of a heavy wire handle were affixed to either side of the skull, right where a living person’s ear would be. A black, sooty residue showed around and trailed upward from gaping eye sockets. Lastly, and possibly most bizarrely, an iron clasp held the mouth... shut. 

The twins gave a start when suddenly, from far down the beach, came the shrill blast of the lunch whistle.

“Quick!” Jessica said. “Bury it! Cover it up and let’s get back to the others.”

But Alex had the strange feeling that finding the skull was no accident. He recalled Jessica’s strange desire to come to this exact spot on the beach. He thought also of the amazing sand tower prison he had built while barely being aware of it at the time.

No. This skull was important. They were meant to find it.

“Alex! Hurry up!”

He looked to see Jessica almost rounding the sand dune, already heading back. She clearly wanted to put as much distance between herself and the skull as possible.

“I’ll be right there,” Alex said. Jessica gave the skull one last, sour look and disappeared around the grassy dune.

Alex quickly placed their gruesome discovery in the bottom of his bucket and then filled it the rest of the way, covering the skull with sand. He gathered it and the rest of his things up and rushed after his sister.
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That night, Alex lay awake, thinking of the sand-cover skull in the bucket under his bed. The skull both intrigued him and frightened him. He could not sleep knowing that is was under his bed, yet he wanted to look at it again. In spite of his unease, Alex might have done just that, but he was not alone. Three other boys shared the small cabin with him. He could not risk one of them seeing the skull. And so he lay there unable to sleep with thoughts of the skull heavy on his mind.

At first he wasn’t sure he had heard the noise: a soft, subtle rattling. A soft, subtle scraping... under his bed! He must have fallen asleep after all, for he had to open his eyes. All was dark. Moonlight and sea breeze entered through the window over where he slept.

He listened again. The rattling sound became louder and louder still. So loud, in fact, or so it seemed to Alex, that it would surely wake his cabin mates. Forgetting his apprehensions, Alex tossed back his bed sheet and hopped to the floor. He kneeled down and peered under the bed. The bucket was rocking back and forth so violently now that it appeared as though on the verge of tipping over.

He grabbed hold of it, steadying it, quieting it. He held his breath then and listened to hear if his cabin mates were stirring. After a moment, he pulled the bucket out from under the bed and into path of the moonbeams. When he looked inside, he almost peed his pants. For the skull, although still entombed in the sand, was no longer covered by it. Instead, it was turned face up, staring at him with empty eye sockets, its toothy jaws chattering away! Somehow, the iron clasp had come undone. 

At first the moving mandible only created a disturbing clatter. A moment later, however, Alex could hear whispery words, spoken by a voice as dry and dusty sounding as a used vacuum cleaner bag. 

“...the way. Let me light the way. Let me light the way. Let me ligh...”

Alex considered refastening the clasp, but he could not quite bring himself to touch a skull that was no longer inanimate bone. Instead, he grabbed his pillow and with it, covered the bucket, muffling the talking skull inside. Jessica! He thought. Jessica has to know about this!  
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CHAPTER THREE

THE LIGHTED WAY
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The night was quiet yet full of noise, palmetto fronds and Spanish moss rustled in the ceaseless breeze and the sea rolled to the shore in endless waves just as it had done since the world was new. The campground appeared as blue as the sea by moonlight as Alex crept across the volleyball court toward the small cabin that Jessica shared with two other girls and Miss Arbuckle. 

He carried the bucket with him. In stealing away from his cabin, Alex had overcome his reluctance to touch the skull. It was, after all, just a skull, and so there were no legs to chase him with and no arms to grab him with. At first, Alex had simply slid the latch hook back in place but, while that kept the skull from speaking aloud, it wasn’t enough to prevent the movement of its jaw bone. So it was now, as Alex slunk under the starry night sky, that the skull’s mouth was not only latched shut, but it was stuffed with one of fat Artie Jenkins’ dirty gym socks.

Alex reached the back corner of Jessica’s cabin and inched along the wall toward the window. He began to wonder what her reaction would be. For one thing, she believed that the skull was still buried on the beach. Secondly, well... how would she react to a talking skull? For that matter, how would any girl react to a talking skull? 

Under the window, Alex set the bucket aside. He wasn’t about to take it into the cabin with him. Jess would have to come outside to see it for herself. 

Because of the hot humid nights the window was open, just like the window of the boy’s cabin, to let in the cooling ocean breeze. Jumping up, Alex caught the windowsill; he pulled himself up until his feet were off the ground and peered into the gloom. There were four beds, just like the boys’ cabin. The question was which bed was Jessica’s.

The moonlight streamed in through the window in the opposite wall and only illuminated the floorboards in the center of the cabin’s large, single room. Totally useless to see by. He could call her name, but that was out of the question since she wasn’t the only one with ears to hear with. 

With a sigh, Alex scrambled up over the sill. He perched on the threshold a moment hoping to get a better sense of the way ahead when all of a sudden an owl hooted, startling him and upsetting his balance. He twisted as he fell forward into the cabin. Fortunately, he landed face up on the soft mattress of a bed instead of the hard wood of the floor.

But who’s bed? he wondered suddenly, a moment before a large arm settled upon him. His eyes widened and he shifted them to the right only to find Miss Arbuckle’s face an inch away from his own! When the inevitable scolding failed to burn his ears, Alex looked closer in the darkness and discovered that the kindly headmistress was still sound asleep.

Of all the beds in all the cabins, Alex thought. I choose the worst possible one. He took but a moment to bolster his confidence. Then, like a caterpillar, he began to move. He inched backwards until he felt the end of the bed with his feet. In her sleep, Miss Arbuckle shifted her arm and it came to rest on Alex’s face. He froze.

In a near panic, he wriggled free and kept on wriggling until he slid off the end of the bed and onto the floor. He sat a moment, gathering his breath and steeling his nerves. When he felt calm enough, he stood up and sought out Jessica’s bed. The worn old floorboards creaked softly underfoot; each moaning protest caused him to cringe. The less he moved the better he decided as another idea occurred to him.

He stood stock still, half in moonlight, half in shadow and listened. It wasn’t long before he was rewarded with an all too familiar sound. Jessica snored... like bear cub. She was in the bed just to his left. A few creaking steps later and he was gently shaking her by the shoulder. “Jess, wake up,” he whispered in her ear. “Jess...”

He dodged as his sister mumbled something in her sleep and swatted at him like a pesky mosquito buzzing in her ear, before rolling away from him.

Fine, he thought to himself. You leave me no choice, Jessica Harker. He reached over and pinched her nose shut. A moment later she woke up sputtering and gasping for air. But Alex was ready for her reaction and he quickly clamped one hand over her mouth and shushed her with a finger to his lips.

She glowered at him, but kept silent. He could see the unspoken promise of revenge in her eyes but, he wasn’t worried. He knew that she would forget about it after she saw the skull. “Come with me,” he whispered close to her ear. 

Her gaze shifted automatically to where Miss Arbuckle lay slumbering. Alex nodded and drew his hand from his sister’s mouth. He motioned for her to follow him to the door. When she just sat there regarding him blankly, he paused and, in so doing, opened himself up for retaliation. He should have seen it coming, but he didn’t. She punched him right on his left bicep... a Charlie horse! He stifled himself and noticed the gleeful satisfaction in her eyes. She had known that he would have to take the hit without making a peep. He felt the knot in the muscle almost immediately. He was going to have a mighty fine bruise in the morning. 

As Alex rubbed his arm, Jessica slipped out of bed. Alex blinked. She was wearing her day clothes. What gives? he wondered. She shoved him toward the door.

Outside, it was Jessica who spoke first. “There had better be a good reason for this.”

Alex couldn’t resist asking, “Why aren’t you wearing pajamas?”

Jessica folded her arms across her chest. “I forgot to pack them, that’s why. Are you happy?” She looked at his attire. “Why aren’t you wearing your pajamas?”

He gave a “well, duh” look. “Because I had time to change before I came to get you, that’s why.” That was as much of a smart-alecky answer as he cared to give since his arm still hurt.

“So, what’s this all about?”

Alex grinned in spite of himself. “Come with me. You. Are. Not. Going. To. Believe. This.” He led her around the cabin, to where the bucket sat beneath Miss Arbuckle’s window.

“Promise you won’t freak out, or anything. Ok?”
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Jessica frowned. Those were never good words out of anyone’s mouth, especially Alex’s. 

“Promise,” Alex insisted as he lifted the bucket and motioned for Jessica to follow him off toward the heavy timbered picnic pavilion. 

As much as she didn’t like to admit it, Jessica was curious. It was unlike her brother to play pranks. Well, at least he had never played one like this before. Against her better instincts, Jessica agreed. “Fine. I promise.” 

They took a seat on the long bench of one of the picnic tables. Alex set the bucket between them. 

Jessica felt goose bumps prickle on her arms and a cold chill tingle up her spine as Alex lifted the skull from the bucket.

“I thought I told you to...” she began in an overly loud voice.

Alex hushed her with a sharp, “Shhhh! Not so loud,” he warned her.

Through gritted teeth, Jessica said, “I thought I told you to bury that thing where we found it!”

“And I thought you were my twin sister, not my boss.”

“I don’t care what you think, just get rid of it. It’s gross. It’s creepy. It’s disgusting.”

“Just listen, ok?”

“I’m not listening to you,” Jessica said as she stood up to leave.

“I don’t want you to listen to me. I want you to listen to the skull.”

Now Jessica frowned. Even in the darkness under the pavilion roof, Alex could see that her patience had run out. Rather than try to explain, he held the skull up, flipped the latch on its jaws and pulled the dirty gym sock from its mouth.

Jessica’s frown drooped and her eyes widened like saucers as the skull began to speak in sandpaper tones. “Let me light the way. Let me light the way. Let me...” Alex clamped a hand over the skull’s mouth and shut it up.

Jessica looked as though she was about to faint, which would have been an understandable first, but she instead sat back down; though a little further away from Alex, the bucket, and the skull than before. 

She looked warily around in the darkness. “Is this some kind of joke? If it is, it isn’t very funny.” 

Alex shook his head and moved on to the real issue at hand. “What do you think it means? ‘Let me light the way’?”

Jessica squinted at the skull in Alex’s hands. “Maybe it can tell us.”

Alex realized then that he had quickly shut the skull up each time it had spoken. It never occurred to him to ask the skull any questions.

He nodded to Jessica and then removed his hand from the skull’s mouth. At once, the jaws chattered and the words, interrupted moments ago resumed. “... light the way.”

“The way where?” Jessica asked nervously.

The skull replied, “To the place it all began. The place where you belong. The place from which you came.”

Alex met Jessica’s bug-eyed expression with his own bug-eyed expression. He turned the skull to face him. “How?” he asked.

“Light the candle and thou shall see.”

Jessica looked to Alex. “What candle?” 

But Alex already had the answer. In staring at the speaking skull, he had spied the pale presence of candle through the holes of its eye sockets.

He set the skull on the bench and, one by one, undid the hasps securing the dome of the skull in place. When the last hasp had been removed, Alex lifted then top of the skull and looked inside. Not only was there a candle in the skull, there was also a small tin box. Alex removed both items and held up the small tin. “What is this supposed to do?” he asked.

“It’s a tinder box,” Jessica informed him. Don’t you remember? They showed us one at the Battle of Cowpens re-enactment last year.”

After a few minutes of trial and error, the candle was lit. The top of the skull was put in place and, as the last hasp was fastened tight, the skull began to tremble and the light inside it intensified.

Jessica scooted back until she was perched upon the extreme end of the bench. “What’s happening?” 

The answer became obvious as two beams of light shot forth from the skull’s eye sockets, like the headlights of a car.

Alex noticed that, while light shown in both the nose hole, the mouth, and even in the crack that covered cranium, only the light from the eye sockets radiated in beams.

The twins watched in amazement as the pair of beams roved out across the grass, moving left, and right in sweeping arcs as though searching for something. Then the beams of light stopped and the skull spoke again. “There lies the way. Follow the light of mine eyes.”

“They’re pointing toward the beach,” Alex said as he lifted the skull by its wire handle. He discovered that he could move the skull this way and that, as long as he did not fully turn the skull’s face in a totally different direction, the beams never strayed from the point that the skull called ‘the way’.  

Alex started to walk but Jessica grabbed his arm. “What are you doing?”

“I’m following the light. What does it look like I’m doing?”

“I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

Alex turned to face his sister. “You can’t be serious, Jess. We always dreamed of an answer about where we came from? Why we were abandoned? Who your parents were or... or are? This may be the only way we’ll ever find those answers.”

Jessica wavered. This was all too strange, too creepy. Yet, Alex was right. Was it possible that their parents could be alive? Could this, this talking skull hold the answer? She could only bring herself to nod.

Satisfied, Alex held the skull out before him and he and Jessica followed the beams of light along a path that only the skull could see. A few dark, silver-edged clouds sliced through the sky like knives. But overall, the heavens were clear and the stars stared down with glinting curiosity as the Harker twins followed the rays of light issuing from the skull.

The wind blew parallel to the sea, nudging them forward one gust at a time. Almost as though wind was in cahoots with the skull, directing toward some place of destiny, Alex thought. They walk on and on, until the full moon was higher, almost directly overhead, reflected upon the rolling black mirror of the sea. The sandy beach, wet grey in the daylight, looked almost white in the radiance of the moon. 

“I wish we had a watch,” Jessica confessed. “It feels like we’ve been walking all night.”

“It hasn’t been that long,” Alex said, though his assurance lacked real confidence.

Suddenly the skull shifted its beaming gaze to the left, away from the beach. The beams of light crept up the face of a sand dune and held position near the top.

The twins turned, followed the beam. When they reached the point on the dune where the skull was staring they halted. The skull kept its gaze fixed on the same point. 

“Go on,” Alex said. “We’re here. Where to next?”

“Verily, this is the place,” said the skull.

“Hunh?” said Jessica and Alex in unison. They stood atop the dune and turned fully around. There was beach and ocean tide to the east, seemingly endless stretches of desolate shoreline to the north and south, and if the moonlight wasn’t playing tricks, marshy grasslands to the west.

“There’s nothing here,” Jessica said.

“Nothing at all,” said Alex. Not even a single light of civilization, he added to himself. 

“Patience, young ones. Patience.” Alex felt the skull bob on its wire handle as it laughed softly, portentously.

“Why are we here?” Jessica demanded, her voice brimming with nervousness. “You said there would be answers to all of our questions! Well, where are they? If you lied to us, so help me I will toss you into the ocean. Do you hear me? Where are our answers?” 

She was still berating the skull when Alex tapped her on the shoulder.

She found him staring toward the sky. She looked for herself to see what was holding his attention so completely. At first, nothing seemed awry. The breeze had stiffened but there was nothing strange in that.

“Alex, what are you looking at?” 

“The stars are disappearing,” he mumbled.

“The stars are...” And then she saw it. The edges of the heavens were darkening from cobalt blue to blackest black. As the ring of darkness drew ever tighter, the stars were snuffed out one by one.

In moments, only the moon and a halo of stars remained directly above them. And then the blackness began to stir; to spin, gathering up the remaining star in a whirling vortex.

The winds began to howl like wolves. The frenzied air filled with sand. Suddenly the sea was crashing at their feet. The sand dune on which they stood had become a pitiful speck of island in a sea of chaos. 

The skull fell from Alex’s hands and was swallowed by the fiendish sea as the twins clung together in terror. 

“It’s a hurricane!” Alex yelled into the gale, but he could not even hear his own words. But he did hear Jessica’s scream as the ocean rose up before them; a wall of raging water. 

Lightning flashed, struck the towering wave, illuminating it from within, and for an instant the Harker twins saw the face of doom in the heart of the wave, laughing at them.

And then the wave crashed down upon them with all the power of the sea.
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CHAPTER FOUR

A STRANGE TIDE
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Jessica knew that she was sleeping, but she was so comfortable that she could not make herself fully wake up. She could hear the soft, soothing purr of the sea and the calling of seagulls. She could feel the gentle brush of the salty sea breeze, the comforting warmth of hot sand on her cheek. 

She sighed deeply, she felt so good, so unwilling to move or even to open her eyes. Then she heard another sound, a soft, crunching, like several people stomping through sand. Accompanying the footfalls was a bubbling, frothing noise similar to the cappuccino machines in the Brims & Able bookstore café back home. But above the both of these sounds there was a clicking noise that, with ‘click-clack’, grew louder, closer.

The noises soon overpowered the soothing sounds of sea and air and Jessica felt her face tighten with a scowl. Unable to stand it any longer, he opened eyes. The brightness of the sun dazzled her and she was momentarily blinded. She blinked against the whiteness and sat up. 

What in the world? She thought as her eyesight began to return. She was on a beach, which explained the seagulls and the sand, but that did not explain why she was half submerged in the ocean! Or, for that matter, why she was wearing a dress! It was a blue and white dress that looked like something out of the Smithsonian Museum. 

The storm. A hurricane. The memory came rushing back suddenly and forcefully. She recalled standing atop the grassy dune clinging to Alex while the wind and the sea raged around them. And the wall of water! The cackling wave that came crashing down upon them, sweeping them out to sea in a swirl of water and lightning!

Alex! Where was Alex?! She turned and the hand of fearfulness that was squeezing her chest let go. Alex was there beside her, safe. Like her, he lay half in the surf, dressed in old fashioned clothing; his being a pair of tan breeches, a loose white blouse and a brown, coarsely woven vest.

Fully awake and assured of her brother’s wellbeing, Jessica became aware again of the stomping, and frothing, and clicking sounds. A massive shadow fell over her, blotting out the sun. She looked up and beheld a living nightmare!

The scream that escaped her jolted Alex from his slumber! “What?” he yelled and a squinted in the glaring light. Speechless, Jessica could only point a trembling finger over Alex’s shoulder. He turned, yelped, and scrambled back toward his sister. 

They huddled together in the lapping sea, staring up at a crab; a giant crab, the size of a car! It loomed over them, regarding them with menacing black eyestalks. A brackish foam bubbled and oozed from its twittering mandibles. Two enormous claws clicked and clacked alternately. Each of the giant pincers was large enough to effortlessly lift or crush a kid.

The giant crab was terrible enough, but more even more frightening was the thing upon its back. Sitting astride the shell was living skeleton! The rider was dressed in ragged, colonial-style clothing, including a tri-corn hat. An otherworldly glow shown in the hollows of its eye sockets! 

Then, in a gruff voice that was clearly that of a man but that also reminded Jessica of steel wool scrubbing an old pan, the skeleton pirate spoke, as if to himself. “Blow me down, two of ye, a lad and a lass, just as the Cap’n said.” Then, to Alex and Jessica. “Avast, ye bilge rats! What manner of scallywags are ya, ta come a’trespassing on the Cap’n’s beach?”

The skeleton drew a long pistol from the belt around his boney waist, and said, “On yer feet now. The Cap’n be right anxious to meet yas, he is.”

The twins were paralyzed with terror, but the skeleton man seemed unaware of the fact that he was the cause of their fear. It was as though he thought of himself as nothing unusual.

The skeleton gestured with the pistol. “Well? On yer feet a’ready. The Cap’n ain’t a patient man.”

When the twins did not move, the skeleton man gave the reins a shake and the giant crab skittered forward. “Ye can walk, or ye can be carried.”

Alex had no desire to be manhandled by the giant crustacean. “Come on, Jess. Let’s go with him... it.”

Jessica nodded mutely and they got to their feet.

“That’s more like it,” the skeleton said. “Step lively now.” He turned in his saddle and with the pistol indicated a point behind him. “Make haste for the tower.” 

The crab pivoted in place as Alex and Jessica, keeping well clear of the snapping claws, circled around the great creature. 

Alex stopped in his tracks and clutched his sister’s arm. “Jess, look!” he cried and pointed.

“Whoah!” Jessica exclaimed. “I don’t believe it.”

Before them stood an enormous tower. Not just any tower, it looked just like the sand tower that Alex and built upon the beach the day before! It stood at the far end of the beach. 

It was then that Jessica noticed another aspect of their surroundings. “Alex, we’re on a barrier island.”

Alex looked around. “If you can call a strip of sand an island,” he moaned.

Even from where he and Jessica walked along the shoreline, ahead of the giant crab and its ghastly rider, Alex could see ocean on either side of the ‘island’. He strained to see the mainland but only ocean and sky rewarded his effort. The only thing even resembling land was the ring of jagged stone peaks jutting up from the sea. Alex could easily imagine the sharply pointed rocks being the teeth of some giant beast lying just below the surface, ready to swallow them all in a single bite.  

In scoping out their whereabouts, the twins had unwittingly slowed their pace. The giant crab nudged them forward with the use of it mighty claws. “Step lively!” bellowed the skeleton.

They staggered onward, ever closer to the waiting tower. 

“My feet are killing me,” Jessica complained. “These shoes feel like they’re made of wood.”

“That’s because they are; I think,” Alex informed her. “Maybe the soles are anyway.” 

A seagull, graceful and somewhat larger than any they had observed before arriving in this strange place, circled high above. It bent a wing, making a sudden course change. Alex shaded his eyes watched as the grey and white seabird swooped ever lower on, bearing right down upon them. Alex’s first thought was that the seagull was about to attack them; as if instantaneous hurricanes, giant crabs, and living skeletons weren’t enough already.

The seagull did not attack, however. It swept by just a foot or so above their heads and as it passed by them it squawked, “Run!” 

The word had no sooner left the seagull’s beak than the thunderous blast of the crab-riding skeleton’s pistol filled the air. “Take that, you flying fibber. Blast ye straight ta Davey Jones’s Locker!”

Hands to their ears, Alex and Jessica watched as feathers flew from the gull’s tail and drifted gently to the beach. The majestic seabird soared up and away. A moment later, it was out of sight.

Jessica looked to Alex. “Did that bird just... just... tell us to run?” 

For a moment, Alex had feared that he had imagined hearing the seagull speak. “Yeah, but where to? There’s nowhere to go!”

“Arrrgh, and that be a truth ye best get used to,” growled the skeleton pirate. “Now move yer lazy hides, before me crabby friend here moves ‘em for ye.”

The shadow of the tower crept over them and the warmth of the air abandoned them. They could feel a chill settling in through their wet clothing.

As they neared the base of the tower, Alex noticed that it wasn’t actually built upon or attached to the island. It had only appeared that way from a distance. The lofty structure sat upon a foundation of black rock just off the southernmost tip of the island. 

Jessica chanced looking back at their captor. “How are we supposed to get across?” She demanded.

The skeleton leaned forward in his saddle. “There be yer answer, lass.”

A small boat appeared on the intervening sea, emerging from a cave in the tower’s stone foundation. The dinghy stopped just sort of landfall. 

The man at the oars was another living skeleton! He too was dressed in tattered clothing: black pantaloons, a red sash and a dingy white blouse. A red bandana covered the dome of his skull.  “Get in! Get in a’fore she comes!” he roared, anxiously looking about the waters around him.

“Go on,” ordered the crab rider, “only a fool tarries long upon the island’s waters.” 

Reluctantly, Alex and Jessica waded out to the boat. They climbed into the front, keeping as far from the skeletal oarsman as the vessel allowed. Without a word, the skeleton began to row, propelling the small craft toward the cave in tower’s base. The tiny boat bobbed and rolled upon the restless waters. 

“I wonder what they’re afraid of?” Jessica whispered.

Alex wondered too. After all, what could possibly unnerve a walking, talking skeleton? Then he recalled his half-conscious description of the sand tower he had made. No living thing stirred the seas near the tower... no living thing that was, but... “A sea serpent,” he replied with absolute, trembling certainty.

Jessica didn’t say a word. She simply regarded her brother as if he was crazy. She did not need to speak. Alex knew her expression all too well. “C’mon, Jess. Think about it... think of the way we got here. Think of the giant crab, these skeleton guys. Do you really think a sea serpent is so weird?”

“I guess not,” she confessed. 

The skeleton gave a sudden jerk of the oars and send water splashing over the twins. “Shut yer pie holes,” he hissed, “else ye bring the beast upon us!”

Dripping with water, Alex and Jessica fell into a brooding silence. Satisfied, the skeleton resumed his rowing with renewed vigor. 

Alex continued to think of sea serpents and he kept a wary eye on the rippling sea. But there were no shiny green scales to be seen, no dangerous, serpentine
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