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PROMISE IS...
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Chapter 1
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The Lowdown, A Cooldown, From Out-of-Town & The Townie

––––––––
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The same things that drew Natalie to Promise made her wish her dad would turn the car around and forget the family vacation altogether.

It was his bright idea to get them all up and moving from their home in Central Oregon way too early that morning. They had to maximize the amount of fun time they would have. Even if it meant that one or all of them would be too tired to enjoy it. Ever the cop, Rich Garcia was the man with the plan. Until he wasn’t. At least he had made breakfast before they hit the road.

Heat waves they would never reach rippled above the faraway tarmac, threatening to overcome the car’s air conditioning and boil Natalie’s brain. She struggled to keep her eyes open against the high summer sun as it glared down at her through the car window.

“Do you want to take a look at the brochure before I pack it away?” Mom asked from the front passenger seat, perhaps sensing Natalie’s fatigue and boredom.

Natalie reached over Mom’s shoulder and took the folded piece of waxy, high-gloss paper depicting their destination.

Dad had received the brochure for the beachfront resort community of Promise, California along with a whole bunch of other “marketing swag”—his words—after registering for their stay using Todd and Lisa’s special login. Natalie had already explored the town’s complete website on her phone during the first leg of their trip. But it was kind of fun to look at the old-style printed material.

Promise offered every amenity. A golf course, a spa, a surf shop where they could take lessons, even a rollercoaster up on some mountain. There looked to be plenty of glamorous shops for Mom and Lisa to poke around in, and every kind of restaurant Natalie could imagine. The town’s façade of 1950s nostalgia leapt off the page, right down to the soda fountain and barbershop pole. But the town hadn’t been around that long.

Previous digging on unaffiliated websites told Natalie that the place had sprung up almost overnight. It was developed by the Burnaby Company—as in Clem Burnaby, America’s most beloved toy maker. Natalie still had a bunch of Burnaby creations stuffed in the back of her closet at home. And maybe one or two on her bed. Some of those characters—Afta Burner and her crew of space explorers, The Ruffneck Rodents—had been brought to life in the movies. There was rumor on social media about a theme park in the works.

That was all on the fun side. Something much more troubling made Natalie both curious and fearful about what she might find in Promise. Something she could never tell her parents.

Something or someone in Promise was calling to her.

The car hit a bump and shook Natalie from that dark notion. She looked up from the brochure that no longer held her attention, half hoping they were headed into the ditch. No. What she wanted was to be rid of those visions, to be free from those voices.

“Can we go in the pool when we get there, Dad?” Natalie asked, now wishing she could snap her fingers and teleport them to Promise.

Through his wrap-around sunglasses, his eyes found hers in the rearview mirror. “Did you pack your water wings?”

“Did you pack yours?”

“Baby girl, I’m going to be sitting in a floating chair with a drink in my hand. My hair is never going to touch the water.”

“Whatever.” Natalie folded her arms and looked out the window again.

“Don’t worry, Honey,” said Mom over her shoulder. “Those chairs are really easy to tip over. I’ll give you a hand.”

Natalie’s eyes went wide with surprise at her mother’s solidarity. The woman was only ever Deschutes County Prosecutor Belinda María Castillo Sánchez de Garcia. Rules were there for a reason. Maybe this vacation was the excuse she needed to let her hair down for once. Maybe she would even give Natalie a break.

Dad cocked his head in his wife’s direction without taking his eyes off the road for too long. “I thought you’d be too busy catching up with Lisa.”

“There’s going to be plenty of time for that. I know Todd and Lisa got us a great rate on the hotel, Rich, and I’m really looking forward to seeing them. But this is our vacation. I think someone is ready for some Daddy time.” She nodded in Natalie’s direction.

Natalie glanced up at the mirror again to see if the feeling was mutual.

Dad was already smiling back at her. “Well, maybe we’ll have to have a game of Marco Polo right out of the gate. Huh, Nat?”

Natalie was a little too old for the silly game, if she was being honest, but she loved it. She tried to keep a straight face, but her mouth betrayed her with a smile, and she said, “Wouldn’t want you to get your hair wet.”

“Don’t worry. I’m sure they’ll have some nice shower caps in the room I can wear.”

“Dad, you nerd!”

“What? I’ll be pimpin’.”

The three of them laughed hard, and that felt good.

With tears in her eyes Natalie looked up toward that bright shining sun. Its rays glistened through her lashes, creating a sort of tunnel. Before awareness could take hold, the walls of the tunnel became solid, their surface clean and white yet alive with a horrific secret waiting at the end of the passage. The low vibration of the car’s engine ushered her down a long stairway. In her heart she knew that if she ventured too far, she might never come out.

Her heart pounded with fear as a chorus of voices beckoned her.

“Naaatalee...”

“Natalie?”

“Natalie!” It was Mom. “What do you think, Nat?”

Natalie forced her eyes open to shut out the vision and lifted her cheek off the seatbelt, her head having lolled forward. It took her a moment to regain her bearings and to realize...

They had arrived.

Natalie inhaled deeply to calm herself only to be left breathless at the view. 

No picture—digital or printed—could have done Promise justice.

On their left, a massive candy store grabbed Natalie’s attention by the sweet tooth. Its windows looked like they were made of spun sugar. Natalie felt a warm swell in her stomach as she put it at the top of her mental To Do list. In the park across the street, kids scampered up and down a gigantic oak tree that was almost too good to be true for all its low-hanging branches. It sat in the middle of an impossibly green lawn. The scene looked like something straight off a Hollywood back lot.

“Pretty cool,” Natalie said, still coming to.

Even though traffic was light, Dad took his time driving down Main Street.

The wide sidewalks teemed with people heading in every possible direction, but it wasn’t overly crowded.

This place was meant to be walkable.

Natalie knew about planned communities and HOAs, where the homes all had to look the same or be painted in the same color palette. The manmade islands of Dubai she’d seen on YouTube promised a one-of-a-kind living experience to the thousands lucky enough to afford it. Here in Promise, the identity wasn’t anything Natalie could put her finger on. It went far beyond a single neighborhood or street. Every building looked like it was planned in relation to the one next to it. Each was a prime example of the thing it was meant to represent; the English pub had the old-timey wood-frame façade and hanging sign of an English pub, the bank looked to be of brick with its name in gold lettering above the door like a bank should. Yet, somehow, the designers had managed to give them all the same feel. It was like one giant Burnaby toy set had been taken out of the package and snapped together. Thanks to whoever’s job it was to keep the immaculate streets and façades clean, it was impossible to tell which building was oldest.

Natalie was mesmerized by the building walls themselves as they drifted past. Was that a face looking back at her out of the brick?

Not just a face. Multitudes of them.

A cry caught in Natalie’s throat as shock overcame her. From every solid surface that wasn’t glass came a raised topography of young faces, contorted, mouths agape, crying out in silent screams as if begging for release. She turned her face away as her heart thumped anew in terror.

“Slow down,” said Mom.

“I am slowing down,” Dad replied, though the car’s speed remained constant.

They hadn’t seen, of course. Though she was afraid to look again, Natalie couldn’t help herself. She turned back ever so slowly, almost nonchalant. If the faces were still there, maybe they wouldn’t notice her. The car drifted past the next building—a toy store. The only face looking back at her was that of a Chucky doll in the display window. Had she imagined the whole thing?

You know better.

The smell of caramel corn drifted through the car window on the salt sea air. Natalie breathed deeply again and exhaled what fright she could.

They emerged from Main Street before a circular manmade lake, maybe half a mile across. All roads stretched out from here, like the spokes of a wagon wheel. Dad steered the car to the right and proceeded counterclockwise around this hub in the direction of the hotel as instructed by the GPS. Kayaks and paddleboards too many to count moved beneath a network of footbridges that led to an island at the lake’s center. They were building something out there. It was too far away to tell what it was.

They had almost reached the far side of the lake nearest the ocean when Dad turned right again. The feel of Promise extended to the hotel’s exterior, but it was glitzier and more glamorous than any hotel Natalie had ever seen. Alabaster walls were adorned with hanging baskets of flowers, and the trickle of water down a blue mosaic created an entry that was peaceful and cool and altogether welcoming. 

Dad got them checked in and, to Natalie’s surprise, let a bellhop load their bags onto a cart.

“Here you go.” He handed the twenty-something white guy a tip and with a cool-bro grin, said, “Thanks.”

Natalie couldn’t see the bill but considering she had to talk Dad into paying the Netflix fee every month couldn’t imagine him paying more than two bucks for the service.

The attendant seemed happy enough though as he shoved the money into his creased black slacks, and said, “Thank you, sir.”

By the time they turned around to find the elevator up to their room, the Schmidts—Todd and Lisa—were crossing the lobby to meet them. 

“It’s so great to see you guys!” Mom greeted as they took turns hugging each other.

“You’re so grown-up, Natalie,” Lisa quailed during their embrace. She looked even more fit than Natalie remembered in a cute black top with spaghetti straps, white tennis skirt and sneakers to match the sun visor that held back her ponytailed blonde hair.

Todd held out a fist and Natalie gave it a bump. “Yeah! Big middle-schooler now, huh? You probably don’t even remember being our neighbor, do you, Nat?” His lime green golf shirt was tucked into pressed khaki shorts that went okay with dark brown leather sandals that might as well have been shoes for how tight the weave was.

“Sure, she does,” Dad answered, unapologetic in his navy-blue t-shirt and cargo shorts.

Natalie nodded. “Yeah.”

She was only five when they moved to Oregon, but she remembered. In a way she felt like she knew Todd and Lisa even better since moving away. Like the reason they didn’t have any kids of their own. One night, only a few years after the move, Mom had told Natalie through tears about Lisa’s miscarriage after getting off the phone with her. But Natalie already knew. She couldn’t say how at the time. Still couldn’t. Mom never would have understood. Natalie hoped her current blushing would be taken as shyness and not...inexplicable intimacy.

“Rich.” Todd stood next to Dad and held up his phone so they could both see. “Have you downloaded the Promise app yet?”

Dad hadn’t. Todd navigated through the app as he described its features.

“It’s a great way to see all the attractions, restaurants, and shops in one place. There’s a map. It’ll recommend things to do based on your personal settings. I think there might even be daily discounts and offers... Yeah. Here you go. Use the same login you used for the reservation, and you’ll be all set.”

“Cool,” said Dad.

Natalie got the app downloaded twice as fast as her Dad, and he was going to take forever to set up his profile.

“Let’s goooo...” Natalie demanded as she tugged on his arm.

He handed her the envelope containing the card key. “Lead the way!”

Natalie led the way to room 337—a luxurious suite with a patio, facing the ocean. But there was no time to waste on the view or watching the 55-inch TV or lounging around on either of the two crisply made queen beds. They stayed long enough to change into their swimsuits then headed to the pool.

The pool was shaped like a giant letter ‘B’ for Burnaby and the water felt refreshing after a long day in the car. Even though Todd tried to talk Dad’s ear off from the jump about his stock trades or something, Dad made good on his promise to play Marco Polo. After a couple of rounds, Natalie was laughing so hard, the pool water was coming out of her nose. One moment Dad sounded like he was treading water way down in the deep end, the next he was standing right behind her. She couldn’t imagine how anyone could appear to be two places at once.

It wasn’t long before Dad was a little bit shaky and out-of-breath, so Natalie let him off the hook to lay in the sun and talk boring talk with Todd. Natalie proceeded to dive for rings and had just emerged with all six in hand when she heard Mom’s voice, muffled, coming from the side of the pool. She gave her head a shake to drain the water from her ears so she could hear better.

“What, Mom?”

“I said, why don’t you come on out soon. Lisa wants us to try the sports pub on the other side of Burnaby Drive for dinner. It’s called Dunkmaster General’s. Doesn’t that sound fun?”

Natalie was getting hungry. Maybe they had the spicy chicken strips she liked, with lots of fries. “Okay,” she said. “Do I have to shower first?”

“Just a quick one to rinse off the chlorine,” Mom said.

Less than an hour later they were seated at an open-air window table at Dunkmaster General’s. Sports memorabilia covered the walls; signed jerseys, trading cards and balls, pictures of lots of players Natalie didn’t recognize and a couple she did—LeBron James and Michael Jordan. Mom and Dad were always arguing over who the GOAT was.

“Who’s gonna win that game, Nat?” Todd was sitting on Natalie’s left at the round table, pointing at one of several TVs that hung from the walls and ceiling. He probably thought he was being funny.

“I dunno,” Natalie answered, “whoever scores the most points?”

“Ha!” Todd’s laugh was so loud. “She’s not just getting taller and more beautiful, Rich. She’s getting clever, too!”

Dad shot Natalie a wink and a look that said, I know. Take it easy.

She liked the place but couldn’t have cared less about the sports. It wasn’t as if the Seattle Storm were being shown on any of the screens. What held her attention were the views of the lake, the Pacific Ocean beyond, and the bustle of activity both in the restaurant and on the street outside. While it was dinnertime, it would be hours before the summer sun set on the far horizon.

Scanning the nearby scene, Natalie was overcome by the feeling she was being watched. Sure enough, on the sidewalk across the street with her back against the railing that encircled the lake stood a girl. She was looking right at Natalie. With a nervous quiver in her gut, Natalie dropped her gaze to her glass of Cherry Coke and took a sip through the straw. When she looked up again, the girl was still there, staring. Shorter than Natalie but maybe around the same age, she had on a worn-out black hoodie, cutoff jeans and flipflops. Her curly mess of reddish-brown hair was tied back loosely. Natalie smiled, and the girl gave a fluttery wave before trotting away.

“Here you go, folks.” A husky staff person placed a large tray full of plates on one of those folding racks and their server, a Black teenager with cool braids, passed their meals around. “And Spicy Dunkmasters for the queen,” she said, setting a plate in front of Natalie. “Is there anything else I can get for you folks?”

Mom had been chatting away with Lisa on the other side of the table but now scanned everyone’s eyes before replying, “This is great. Thank you so much.”

The server took a step in Mom’s direction. “Where are you guys from?” she asked.

“We came down from Oregon to meet our old friends from Southern California.”

Lisa raised her wine glass and took a drink.

“Oh, nice,” said the server. “I’m from Riverside.”

Mom eyed the teenager’s nametag, and asked, “How long have you been in Promise, Clara?”

“This is my first summer,” Clara replied.

“This is a summer job? You’re a long way from Riverside.” Mom forked a crouton into her mouth. Natalie was already losing her appetite at the burgeoning witness examination.

“Yeah, I didn’t think I’d get it, but at the last minute I got the call that I was hired. It’s a little more solid than what my brother is doing. He’s tryna help our cousin get his sneaker resale business off the ground. Money’s better here, anyway.”

“Wow, that’s amazing,” said Mom. “I’m surprised the local kids don’t snatch up all the jobs.”

“Yeah, I’m not sure what they do.” Clara took a polite step away but remained engaged. Natalie felt her face flush in embarrassment. 

Mom stabbed some lettuce with her fork. “Aren’t any of your coworkers from around here?”

“Aw, give her a break, counselor,” Todd interrupted.

Mom didn’t so much as look in his direction but smiled even more broadly at Clara and raised her eyebrows—an expression Natalie knew to mean continue.

“I... I don’t know,” Clara said, her eyes shifting. “I don’t think so.”

“Clara!” A stocky white man wearing a black necktie and a beige shirt with the sleeves rolled up stood near the bar, waving Clara over.

“That’s my manager,” she said. “I’ll be back in a bit to check on you guys.”

Clara went over to her manager. He looked angry. It sounded like Clara said, “What?” to him. He said a few more words before Clara walked out of the room and into the kitchen fast on stiff legs. It was hard to tell with her hand over her face, but she might have been crying.

None of the grownups noticed.

“Was that okay?” Mom asked.

“Of course,” Lisa replied for the table. “These kids work so hard. It’s so important to show appreciation.”

“I was starting to feel bad for her,” Todd said with a grin. “Sorry if it was bad form to interrupt your interrogation.”

“Apology accepted, and it was,” Mom said as she raised her wine glass.

“Oof,” said Dad. “Better drink some water for that burn, Todd.”

Todd was quieter after that and stared at the TV a lot. Dad paid more attention to Natalie and what the ladies were talking about. He even agreed to let Natalie have whatever she wanted for dessert. But Clara never came back to check on them.

“Two spoons,” Dad told their new server after Natalie ordered her Volcano Fudge Cake.

“Dad!”

“I just want one bite,” he said.

It ended up being a good thing they had two spoons. The cake was super yummy, but Natalie could only eat about half of it. She was too full, and not just from the food. From that strange girl outside to Clara’s abrupt exit to whatever they were building in the middle of that lake—after only one short day in that curious town—Natalie’s mind brimmed with questions. Somehow she knew Promise wouldn’t let her leave without finding some answers.
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Chapter 2
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Visions of Grandeur

––––––––
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The clack of the gavel cut the silence in the wood-paneled chamber.

“The measure passes.”

“No!”

Several heads near the back of the packed room jerked around to look at the woman who had made the outburst. Her body began to shudder with silent sobs.

“Everything all right, Albert?” asked Council Chair Conrad Pritchett, still holding the gavel. He had neither the time nor the patience for such displays.

“Yes, Mr. Chairman,” replied the woman’s husband before dropping his glare to her huddled shoulder. “We’re fine here.”

“Good.” Pritchett puffed out his chest and smiled broadly. “With the tower at the center of Lake Vantage on schedule for completion, construction on the new hotel and casino will begin immediately to be completed in one month’s time. Now, if there is no further business, we are adjourned.”

The gallery remained silent in assent and Pritchett dropped the gavel once more.

Rising from his seat, Pritchett gave a wink to the councilwoman on his right. “Nice work, Diane,” he said as he brushed past her on the dais more closely than was necessary.

“Thanks, Conrad,” she said, her smile looking a bit forced. “Nice win.”

Pritchett made his way down the couple of steps toward the side door. Smiles now prevailed around the city council chamber as people began to disperse. Even Molly Campbell—the one who had lost control of her senses during the proceedings—was laughing through tear-soaked cheeks as those nearby gave her pats of encouragement on the back. It was a nice win.

Pritchett walked to the end of the outer hallway. No sooner had he closed himself inside his office than there came a knock at the door.

“Pritch?” The door opened and a tan-faced Alan Roundtree stuck his head inside.

“Hi, Alan!” greeted Pritchett as he took off his suit jacket. “Thought I saw you out there.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t have missed it.” The silver-haired gentleman stepped the rest of the way into the office and shut the door. How he managed to look even fitter than the last time he visited Pritchett had no idea. “It’s a new day for Promise. I know how hard you and so many others have worked to make it happen. The home office will be thrilled. The stockholders will be even happier.”

Pritchett moved behind his large mahogany partners desk, laid his jacket over the back of his chair, and sat down. Like everything else, the desk was a replica, but it bolstered Pritchett’s sense of command. “Well, we aim to please,” he said. The window of his corner office framed the reddening sun as it closed in on the far horizon across the Pacific. Pritchett retrieved a bottle of what he knew to be Roundtree’s favorite Scotch from his desk drawer and held it up. “Care to join me for a drink, to celebrate?” 

“Oh, I’m fine. Thanks.” Roundtree helped himself to a seat in one of the leather upholstered guest chairs. “I won’t stay long. Just want to make sure you have everything you need.”

“Well, I think so. Everything has been running smoothly for some time now. It’s a big project, I grant you, but I don’t expect any drop-off.”

“I imagine all the families in town know the vast amount of wealth this project will generate, which they will all share in,” Roundtree affirmed. “I know you’ll do what’s necessary to get the job done.”

Pritchett leaned back in his chair and interlocked his fingers behind his head. “We always do,” he said.

[image: ]

Aidan Campbell sprinted across Burnaby Drive with his best friend Tyler Bryson hot on his tail. Even though a handful of tourists were still out enjoying Promise’s nightlife, there was no chance anyone had spotted them leaving their neighborhood. 

For one thing, the footbridges on this side of Lake Vantage were off limits due to construction on the island. For another, it was after ten o’clock and none of the streetlights on this side were operating, again due to construction. Other than the distant and diminishing lights of downtown, a little less than half a moon was the only thing to light their way as the boys hurdled the chain gate that barred entry to the footbridge and access to the island.

“Hold up!” Tyler wheezed.

Aidan stopped running and turned around to see what the problem was. “You okay?”

Tyler stood up from gripping his knees. “I’m fine,” he said. “What’s the big hurry?”

“What are you talking about? Five minutes ago, you were at my house telling me to move my ass. Are you tired, or are you wussing out?”

“No,” Tyler huffed. “I just think we should be a little careful. People can still see us from over there.”

Tyler was obviously tired, but he was probably right. People were still allowed to walk to the halfway point on the footbridges on the town side. And though Aidan couldn’t see anyone out there at the moment, some horny couple was bound to make a romantic go of it in the moonlight.

The sound of music drifted to them from the opposite direction, a reminder that there were still people out along the shore, as well. Out on the pier, a rock band belted out that song I Won’t Back Down by that guy Aidan’s dad liked, Tom Petty. Some kind of band or singer performed out there just about every night. Usually covers, but sometimes bigger acts got booked. Aidan had heard a rumor before school let out for the summer that they were trying to get Lil Yachty. In his heart of hearts he knew that yacht rock was more Promise’s speed.

“Fine,” Aidan said. “We’ll stay low, but let’s get moving.”

Tyler nodded, and they ducked down a bit as they continued across the bridge. Through the railing Aidan glimpsed the crystal clear blackness below. A ripple of unease tore through his gut for the first time. There’s water down there somewhere.

This was their rite of passage.

Aidan’s dad was almost giddy as he sent them on their way that night. “I remember raising hell when I was your age,” he’d said as he held Aidan by the shoulders. “These days are over before you know it.” There was no goodbye hug.

But there was a look burning in his eye, one which Aidan recognized only too well. A look that insisted, he was going whether he wanted to or not. To choose not to would be to choose his father’s anger and wrath and...disappointment. There was no choice.

As he ran along, Aidan recalled the last time he had chosen to defy his father’s wishes—maybe two or three years ago. Big Al Campbell had come home late after a hard day of making sales out on the golf course, smelling like booze and talking loudly. After berating Aidan’s mother for not having the exact dinner he wanted on the table at the exact moment he walked in the door, Big Al turned his attention on Aidan.

“I told you to do something, didn’t I?” Big Al’s jaw jutted out as he sifted through the day’s mail on the kitchen counter.

The words had barely reached Aidan at the kitchen table when his forgotten chore dawned on him. The skin on the back of his neck prickled as the muscles in his shoulders tightened. Through his suddenly constricted airway, he rasped, “Uhm...yes.”

“What?” Al turned toward him but still didn’t make eye contact.

“Yes, sir.” Aidan hated how weak he sounded.

Big Al Campbell moved faster than Aidan would have thought possible, given the man’s size and obvious inebriation. In an instant, he was bent over the boy, nose-to-nose. He wrapped his massive hands around Aidan’s wrists and the arms of the wooden chair and squeezed. Pain shot up Aidan’s arms, but he didn’t dare struggle. Any resistance would have been taken as disrespectful and met with even worse consequences. All he could do was look into his father’s bloodshot eyes—enduring that toxic breath—and hope he could keep any expression whatsoever from crossing his face.

“That’s right,” said Al. “I told you to clean up your crap in the garage so we could get to your baseball gear before tryouts. I haven’t been able to park the car in there for a week. Damn near ran into that mess when I came home just now.”

Aidan’s crap in the garage was actually Aidan’s project for the science fair. On a piece of plywood, he was building a demonstration of how an electrical circuit works. There was a battery holder on one side and a lightbulb on the other. Using wires with alligator clips, he could show how the light would or would not come on, depending on whether or not the circuit was completed. It was a simple design, but he enjoyed figuring out how things worked. A lot more than he liked baseball. But he wasn’t about to tell his father that. As far as Big Al was concerned, he was going to play baseball whether he wanted to or not. There was no choice.

Popping sounds came from Aidan’s forearms. His hands were numb from lack of circulation.

“Albert, that’s enough!” Mom shouted. “You’re hurting him!”

That was a long time ago, Aidan thought as they passed the halfway point on the footbridge. Swinging his arms in that low trot, he flexed his hands absently. Anyway, Dad wasn’t angry tonight. At least not with him. On the contrary, Big Al acted just as stoked as Aidan and Tyler were. It was like he had a personal stake in what they were doing. What could be wrong with that?

Mom, on the other hand, was much less enthusiastic when they were getting ready to leave. She’d been acting strange lately, but even more so since the no-kids-allowed City Council meeting earlier that night. Aidan still couldn’t shake the sense that she was trying not to cry when she kissed him goodbye.

“Wow,” Tyler said as they reached the island. “Can you believe this?”

Aidan couldn’t. The last time he’d been to the center of the lake there was no island as such—just a concrete landing where all the footbridges converged.

“When was the last time we rode our bikes out here?” he asked.

“I dunno. Maybe six months ago. Just after New Year’s.”

“That’s right. They’ve done a ton.”

“More like tons.”

Even by Promise standards, the progress was astounding. In no time, construction crews had built up the island, filling concrete forms with barge after barge of fill dirt that was ferried over. One of the footbridges had been temporarily removed to make room. Aidan and Tyler had watched them do it from the shore along with a group of other friends one Saturday after a trip to Bunko’s Candy Store. The newly formed island had been capped off with still more concrete and was now about twice the diameter of the landing it replaced.

Aidan couldn’t hold his mouth shut as he stared up at what was being built upon it.

“Check it out,” Tyler said.

Aidan walked over to where Tyler stood before a three-foot tall concrete pedestal—about halfway between the bridge and the structure. Affixed to the top was a round bronze placard that read: 

The Tower of Promise

Dedicated this Twenty-Third Day of August

In the Year of Our Lord Two Thousand and Twenty-Six

City of Promise, California

In small print at the very bottom were the words:

©The Clem Burnaby Company

“So, they already gave it a name,” Aidan said. “They don’t mess around.”

“Look again,” said Tyler. “Notice anything unusual?”

Aidan leaned forward and read the placard again, more carefully this time.

“Ha! It’s only August twentieth.”

“We appear to have traveled through time, Captain,” Tyler deadpanned. Then he wiggled his fingers in front of his face like he was playing an invisible toy piano. “WooOOoo... CreeEEpee...”

Aidan tried to stifle a laugh and a snot-rocket almost came out his nose. “C’mon, Mr. Spock. Let’s get on with the mission before the wormhole closes.”

They turned their attention to the tower, which was already four stories tall. A stairway spiraled around the outside of the tower. As he stepped toward the bottom of the stairs, Aidan marveled at how imposing the structure was, knowing it would get much taller before all was said and done.

“Sure you want to do this?” Tyler was right beside him.

Aidan couldn’t believe it. “Are you serious?” he said, struggling to keep his voice down. “You’re thirteen, I’m thirteen. This is what you do when you’re thirteen in Promise. There’s no going back now.”

“I know,” said Tyler. “I’m not saying we should go home. And I know you’ve lived here a lot longer than I have. It’s just... Don’t you ever wonder what happened to Lucas?”

Lucas Hockney was a year older than they were. Cool guy.

“Not really. His parents sent him away to some private school. Why?”

“Didn’t it seem sudden to you? One day we’re sharing an order of cheese fries at the waterpark, and the next day he’s gone?”

“Why are you talking about this now? You’re not a Denier, are you?” Aidan asked with a grin. He was only joking, but he had heard a few stories of families who had been politely asked to leave town for pushing the false story that the youth of Promise were being systematically abducted. Basically, they denied the truth that sometimes kids were fortunate enough to have opportunities elsewhere.

Tyler held his hands up near his shoulders. “Not at all. I know lots of kids go away to school. But didn’t you ever wonder about the timing? He told us he was going to sneak around the new Natural History Museum the night before he left.”

Aidan dropped his shoulders and chewed the inside of his cheek. Tyler was sucking all the fun out of what was supposed to be their chance to become kings of Promise. “What are you saying?” he asked, looking out across the lake instead of at his friend.

“Look, I’m sure it’s nothing,” Tyler said, stepping into Aidan’s line of sight. “I know your dad suggested we climb all over this place, but town tradition only holds that we go out at night and ‘prowl the sites where visitors dare not tread.’ It doesn’t matter what site we choose. We could go over to where the new casino is going in.”

“They haven’t even broken ground over there yet. It’s just a big empty lot.” Aidan let out the kind of sigh he gave when he was being forced to let his little sister have a turn with the Xbox. “But hey, if you’re having second thoughts, maybe we should just go home.”

Aidan wasn’t about to go home. He couldn’t. But he knew Tyler wasn’t going to call his bluff.

“No, no. It’s all right,” Tyler said, sure enough. “I’ll shut up. Let’s do this.”

“It’s okay. If you don’t want to—”

“It’s fine. It’s fine.” Tyler stepped aside and made a grand sweep of his hand toward the tower. “After you, Indiana.”

Aidan began to climb the stairs. “We named the dog Indiana,” he said over his shoulder, and Tyler snorted to hold back a snot-rocket of his own.

The handrail had a white latex film over it like new cars when they first arrived at the dealership. Aidan figured the city must not want anyone getting their dirty hands on it until the grand opening on the twenty-third day of August in the year of our Lord burp fart puke... But whether it was Aidan’s active imagination—“sometimes too active,” Mom liked to say—or just the quality of the material, it felt like skin. Smooth, supple, slick with ocean mist. A gust of wind met them at the second level landing that only added to the sense that the structure was alive—like it was...exhaling.

“Cool!” Tyler exclaimed as he shouldered past Aidan and entered the structure. There were four metal viewfinders, each one pointing in a different direction through a large arched opening. Tyler climbed the step to the one pointing west to the Pacific Ocean and peered through. “Too low to see anything but the other side of the lake and the surf shop,” he said.

Aidan mounted the one pointing in the opposite direction, into town. Even though it was on a swivel, he noted that when he aimed it straight, the line of sight was right along the footbridge that ended where Main Street began, at the intersection of Burnaby Drive. For the first time in his life, it dawned on him that the entire lake was shaped like a giant compass.

Hence the town logo, dumbass, he chastised himself.

“C’mon,” said Tyler. “Let’s go to the top. If they have more of these things, we’ll be able to see forever. Maybe spot container ships, oil rigs and shit.”

Before Aidan could jump down from his viewfinder Tyler was climbing the stairs again, apparently having found his courage. Aidan called after him, “Hold up, dude!”

When he reached the landing Tyler was already rounding the side of the cylindrical edifice. Aidan sprinted up the steps two at a time thinking he would catch up with his buddy on the third level, but when he got to the landing there, Tyler was nowhere to be seen.

“Where’d you go, Tyler?” he called out.

“Up here!” came the reply.

As Aidan peeled up the last flight of stairs, he did his best not to look over the railing. With no other buildings around, the height was dizzying.

Rounding the side of the building, the sound of rattling metal against metal reached Aidan a moment before his friend came into view. Tyler was shaking a six-foot tall gate that prevented access to the uppermost floor. If there were open gates at the other levels, Aidan hadn’t noticed. He slowed to a walk then stopped about six steps from the top and leaned against the railing.

“Guess they don’t want anybody up here,” Aidan said.

“That’s stupid,” Tyler said, now fully invested in his role as adventurer. He stuck his hand between the vertical metal bars on one side. “Maybe there’s a latch on the ins—”

Before Tyler could finish the thought or grab hold of anything, the gate swung open as though pushed by an invisible bouncer. The weight of it shoved Tyler off balance and sent him stumbling backwards. Only two strands of caution tape blocked the edge of the landing.

“Tyler!” Overcome by shock, Aidan couldn’t move as he watched his friend topple right through the tape and drop over the edge.

In his flailing, Tyler was somehow able to grab onto the lip of the landing. His straining fingers were the only visible parts of him. “Aidan! Help!” he cried as he dangled over the blackness.

Aidan was only able to take a single step toward his best friend before the gate lurched on its hinge and slammed into the lip.

Like it’s trying to shake him off, Aidan thought in terror.

“AID—” Again the gate slammed open, and Tyler plummeted into the abyss. His scream sent shards of ice up Aidan’s spine and was cut short in an instant.

“NO!” Aidan rushed to the landing as the gate slammed shut.

He peered over the edge but could see no sign of Tyler. Everything on this side of the tower was in shadow and darkness. What Aidan did see chilled him to his thirteen-year-old soul. To his left, the side of the rounded structure glistened in the light cast by downtown Promise.

Like skin, he thought again.

His heart slammed against his chest cavity like it was trying to break through. Only then did he realize there were eight footbridges fanning out in all directions. But as the light reflected off the placard below, it wasn’t a giant compass he beheld, but a giant squid staring up at him in mad, silent fury.

Down the steps he fled, two at a time, three at a time. He didn’t worry about falling. “Tyler!” he tried to yell, but his sobs cut the name to a shrill shriek.

Maybe he’s okay.

Aidan reached the bottom of the tower and ran to the place where his friend must have landed. Not hearing any cries, he braced himself for the worst. It was hard to see anything in the darkest area of shadow nearest the base of the tower, and Aidan worried he might trip over Tyler. But as his eyes adjusted, Tyler was nowhere to be found. Aidan craned his head back and scanned for the uppermost landing to make sure he was positioned in the correct place. This was it, all right, but there was nothing. Aidan took his phone out of his pocket and touched on the flashlight. It didn’t reveal so much as a drop of blood, let alone a crushed corpse.

“Tyler!” Aidan called out then turned to face the footbridge they had crossed and called out again. There was no answer.

Aidan took a step toward home and prepared to call his father to ask for help. Before he could leave the shadow of the tower or tell his phone who to call, he felt a pinch on the side of his neck. He reflexively placed his hand there to what he thought was the mother of all mosquito bites. His legs buckled. With his heart racing in confusion and fear for his friend he fell to the concrete. His vision blurred. And as his view faded to black, the brass placard glistened in the moonlight. Or was it an eye?
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Natalie jerked awake from the most real nightmare she’d had in months. In it, two boys not much older than her clung to the side of a giant squid. One of them was hanging on for dear life before plummeting into the mouth of the creature.

Her heart still churning away, Natalie sat up on the edge of the hotel bed to ground herself. Her parents slept soundly on the other queen-sized bed. The light of the moon shone through the gap in the curtains enough to light her way as she went to the bathroom for a drink of water. Once inside, Natalie turned on the light and closed the door. After removing the paper cover from one of the small glasses, she filled it and took a drink. Her heartbeat slowed and she felt more relaxed.

It was only a dream, she thought.

Looking down at the faucet, she refilled the glass.

Then why did it feel so real.

“Because it was,” a voice creaked.

Natalie jerked her head up and looked in the mirror. Reflected there was a frail old woman in a worn flannel shirt with a wild crop of stringy gray hair, standing in the bathtub behind her. In her shock, Natalie dropped the glass in the sink. She tried to scream but couldn’t make a sound for fright. Prepared to defend herself, she turned to face the woman. But by the time she turned around, the woman was gone.
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Chapter 3
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The Face of The Place

––––––––
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“I’m so sorry, Honey,” Deschutes County Prosecutor Belinda María Castillo Sánchez de Garcia said. “That sounds like a terrible dream.”

Natalie was trotting to keep up with her parents as they made their way to the hotel elevator. “But that’s what I’m trying to tell you, Mom. It wasn’t a dream. I mean...the dream part might have been, but there really was a creepy old lady in the bathroom. I’m telling the truth.” It was pointless trying to convince her mother about something so incredible, but Natalie had to tell someone.

Mom pushed the down button and steepled her fingers as if addressing a jury and not her daughter. “What do I always say is necessary when building a strong case?” she asked.

Natalie dropped her gaze for a moment. “Evidence,” she said. “But Mom! Isn’t eyewitness testimony admit... admissa... Oh, whatever! Doesn’t it matter?”

The elevator doors opened and Dad—who had decided to remain silent throughout this conversation—put his hand over the sensor while the two ladies entered. Once inside, he pointed at the Lobby button and Natalie pressed it.

“Of course,” said Mom. “Eyewitness testimony is very important, but it generally needs to be corroborated by another eyewitness, or by a solid piece of material evidence. Isn’t that right, Rich?”

“That’s what they tell me,” Dad said as the elevator doors opened. “Right now, I’m just looking for a solid piece of bacon and a trip through the waffle bar.”

Mom gave Dad a covert swat on his backside, and they all made their way toward the hotel lounge. Natalie lagged behind, scuffing marks with her shoes in the neatly vacuumed carpet. They didn’t believe her. She couldn’t blame them. What evidence did she have? It wasn’t as if that scary lady dropped her driver’s license on the bathroom floor. But why couldn’t they just take her word for it?

Because it’s crazy, she thought. But it isn’t.

Deep in her memory, Natalie knew that her dreams had taken on that same sort of reality before. She couldn’t pinpoint exactly when, but it had happened. And it was why she held so fast to the notion that the old lady was real.

“Nat? C’mon and get breakfast.” Dad stood on the steps leading to the breakfast area, waving her on.

Natalie caught up with him and went about finding her favorite things to eat—Golden Grahams, sausage links, and mixed fruit, with apple juice. She had already started eating when Todd and Lisa arrived and joined them at their table. Mom and Dad had obviously moved on from the topic of her dream and the old lady, but Natalie wouldn’t be able to let it go for a while.

“What’s on tap today, Nat?” Todd asked before forking a piece of Denver omelet into his mouth. She had to hand it to him. He wasn’t going to give up trying to get on her good side very easily.

“What do you recommend?” Dad answered for her.

“Oh, there’s lots to do,” Todd said, wiping his mouth with his napkin. “As far as what’s in town, you already saw the candy store and some of the other shops and restaurants. There’s a great waterpark on the south side, the Magnificent Wheel down on the pier. Of course, the Miner Forty-Niner is up on the mountain on the other side of the highway. All of these places are easily reachable by bicycle, and there’s a rental place just up the street.”

“What’s the Miner Forty-Niner?” Natalie asked. She couldn’t help but think of the bad guy in one of Dad’s beloved Scooby-Doo cartoons. He still liked to put on his old DVD collection on the odd Saturday to watch with her.

“You don’t know?” Todd mocked. “I figured with all the research you did you’d be able to tell me all about it.”

“Oh!” Natalie said, covering her mouth, which was now full of cereal. “Is that a rollercoaster or something?”

“One of the best. They built it right into the mountain. We had a blast on it. Didn’t we, Leese?”

Lisa stopped her conversation with Mom mid-sentence. “It’s a lot of fun, but do you think Natalie is old enough?”

“Oh, I’m sure she is. Here. Stand up, Nat.”

Natalie stood up.

“Yeah, you’re over the height requirement.”

“That isn’t what I mean,” Lisa said. “It’s a little scary, Todd. You said so yourself.”

“I didn’t say it was scary. I said it was freaky. There’s a difference.” Todd turned back to Natalie, who had sat down again and was enjoying the fresh fruit. “You don’t mind getting freaked out a little. Do you, Nat?”

Natalie was still getting over being freaked out in the middle of the night, but she didn’t need Todd knowing that. Any more than she needed him to know that she’d felt a pull coming from that mountain since... Well, she couldn’t put a finger on when.

“We can check it out, I guess,” she said, and then turned to her dad. “Renting bikes sounds like fun.”

“Let’s do it,” Dad said.

The bike shop was only two blocks from the hotel, back in the direction of Main Street along Burnaby Drive. Natalie stayed near her father as the group walked beneath the nearly cloudless sky. Heat radiated off the sidewalk in waves as people swarmed across it in every direction. The warm sunshine felt good after a night spent in air-conditioned bliss. Kayaks and paddleboards dotted the surface of the big round lake.

Dad and Todd got in the rentals line, and Natalie moved to wait with Mom and Lisa out on the wide promenade. Up the walk, within shouting distance, was a sign indicating a bus stop. A lone teenage girl sat on the bench beneath it, a large suitcase by her side.

Natalie tugged her mom’s hand. “Mom, look. It’s Clara.”

“Who?” Mom asked, tearing herself away from Lisa.

“From last night,” Natalie said. “Our server.”

“Oh, it sure is.” Mom immediately walked in that direction, and Natalie followed along behind her with Lisa.

“Clara?” Mom called out when they got close. “Are you taking a trip?”

Clara got to her feet. Her blue t-shirt and black shorts matched her glum expression. The only bright spots in her dour appearance were the neon pink Nike Air sneakers she wore, no doubt from her cousin’s shop. “You might say that,” she answered. “Heading home.”

“Home?” said Mom. “What about your job and all that great money?”

“I got fired.”

“Oh, no! I hope it wasn’t on our account.”

“No, no. You guys were great.” Clara managed a half smile.

“Well then, what happened? If you don’t mind me asking.”

“My boss said I was in breach of contract. I’ve heard online how you have to really follow the rules if you’re going to work here. I thought I was. Guess I didn’t read the contract closely enough.”

Mom folded her arms and swung her hips to one side. “Can I ask what specifically gave them cause to fire you? We thought you were just great.” She looked at Lisa, who smiled but didn’t say anything.

“Apparently, employees of the Burnaby Company are not supposed to discuss specific company policies with patrons of Burnaby Company properties.”

“And how were you in breach of contract, allegedly?”

Clara’s jaw squared in exasperation as she peered up at Natalie’s mom past thick eyelashes. “When I told you I’d never met a kid from Promise who worked here, that was viewed as discussing company policy.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“Yeah, well, whatcha gonna do?” Clara said with a sigh. “There’s still plenty of summer left. I can probably get my old job back at the movie theater in Riverside and make a little money.”

“I’m so sorry, Clara.”

“Yeah, such a shame,” Lisa chimed in.

“Thanks. Well, here’s my bus. I hope you folks have a wonderful vacation.” The bus stopped next to the sign and the door opened. The driver came out and checked Clara’s ticket before stowing her big suitcase in the luggage compartment. “You try to stay out of trouble, Queen,” Clara said, shooting a grin of mischief in Natalie’s direction as she backed up the steps.

“Can you believe that?” Mom asked Lisa as the bus pulled away.

“Poor thing. But... Just goes to show what happens when you don’t play by the rules.”

“The rules?” Mom replied with a fair amount of side eye, but before she could get going on her argument, Dad waved them over to the bike shed.

“Come get your helmets,” he said.

All the bikes were the same—silver frames with thick road tires. Each one came equipped with a sturdy GPS device attached to the handlebars. The friendly interface looked like it had been created by Burnaby Studios, right down to the cartoon font. The fivesome chose the Miner Forty-Niner from the list of the pre-set destinations and set off with Natalie leading the way.

The route directed them away from the hub of town and into an immaculately cared for park. Natalie had never seen grass so green and well-manicured. It looked like each blade had been measured and cut to precise specifications. Either that, or it was a carpet created in a factory. The flowers were even more breathtaking; varied in color and size. Bees buzzed around the blossoms in their pollination dance. Smells of honey and rose petals made for quite a relaxing ride beneath the midmorning sun. The gardens reminded Natalie of some of the painted backdrops in her favorite animated classics.

Up the paved trail they went. Soon they came to a bridge spanning a gentle creek. Natalie looked over her shoulder to find her dad right behind her, then down at the GPS to make sure this was the right way. The bikes created a rhythmic clacking as they crossed the wooden structure.

“You’re doing great, Nat!” Dad called out.

“Thanks!” she answered. “Let me know if I’m going too fast.”

“She going too fast for you, Todd?” she heard him say, but couldn’t make out Todd’s reply. Mom and Lisa both laughed though.

The forest landscape through which they now rode was as astonishing as the park. Maybe more so. Deciduous trees made a natural tunnel over the path for a stretch. Birdsong drifted down from the upper branches. Off to one side was a pond surrounded by perfectly formed cattails. Its surface was covered here and there by lily pads the size of manhole covers. While Natalie couldn’t deny the beauty or the pleasant effect it had on her, she was aware that these surroundings were every bit as planned as the park. Or the town, or the lake, for that matter. The trees and plants and wildlife were real, without a doubt. But this wasn’t nature.

“Might want to pick up some speed here, Nat,” Dad said over her left shoulder.

He was right. The trail rose up a slight incline toward the highway. Natalie couldn’t see the road, but the GPS indicated it was there.

She switched to an easier gear and did her best to maintain her cadence as she attacked the hill. It wasn’t bad at all. Natalie didn’t even lose contact with her saddle. Over the first rise was one thing that got her excited and another that gave her second thoughts about the trip. The first was a tunnel. What’s it like inside? And beyond that: the mountain. If the trail went straight up, Natalie would have to walk her bike. She took comfort from the GPS, which indicated that they were a mere five minutes from their destination.

The tunnel lived up to Natalie’s expectations even before they rode through it. Large enough for regular vehicle traffic, it was made to look like the entry to some giant gold mine circa the 1800s with faux timbers making up the high archway and upturned railcars and pickaxe handles sticking out of the ground on either side. A wooden sign with letters in ominous yet neatly printed black paint announced:

GOLD MOUNTAIN

THIS WAY!

CLAIMJUMPERS WILL BE SHOT!!!

In small print at the very bottom were the words:

©The Clem Burnaby Company

A service road intersected with the trail at the mouth of the tunnel, but it barely registered with Natalie.

The inside of the tunnel was the real attraction, lit from overhead with what looked like old kerosine lanterns. They were hung close enough together to light the whole tunnel, but far enough apart so that the lighting was dim and dingy. Glass cases on either wall held old tintypes depicting the gold rush. The walls looked like they had been dug out of the dirt with the spades and axes shown in those pictures. Natalie couldn’t help but stop and run her fingers over the surface. As she did so, she was overcome by the feeling she had been here before. Recently. The sound of screaming children filled her mind. Natalie fought back a scream of her own.

“Hey, Nat.” Dad’s voice cut through the mad soundscape, and she jerked her hand away from the wall.

“It’s cement,” she said, more to convince herself than to offer any description.

“Pretty cool,” he said. “It looks like real dirt.”

Natalie spun her pedals backwards half a rotation to get her footing, and then pedaled on, past the rest of the adults, toward the clear light of day at the end of the tunnel.

“This tunnel is huge,” she told her dad, feeling like a diver that needed to come up for air.

“It has to cross under four lanes of Pacific Coast Highway plus the median,” he said.

She had meant the height of the tunnel, not the length, but was too winded to clarify.

The possibility of having to climb the side of a mountain on a rental bike evaporated the moment they emerged from the tunnel. Just a couple of gradual switchbacks were all that remained of the trail. It had been impossible to judge elevation gain by looking at the GPS. After a couple more minutes of easy pedaling, the trail deposited them at the base of some old and rickety-looking scaffolding—again done up to look like it was built out of creosote-stained timbers.

There was another sign that read: MINER FORTY-NINER, THIS WAY. It had an arrow directing them to an elevator that looked more like something salvaged from a 1950s coal mine than an 1850s gold
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