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    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    The lake needed a good two or three weeks of deep freeze before the ice was thick enough to walk on. Another week after that and the locals grew daring enough to drive their trucks on it. Wintertime partying out on Oscawana had been a Putnam Valley rite of passage for generations. One would assume that drinking and doing donuts out on the ice was a recipe for disaster, but no one in the town’s history had ever fallen through. 
 
    Seth took comfort in that statistic when his friends invited him over. There would be nearly two dozen people there, he told himself. It couldn’t have been that crazy to stand out in the middle of a frozen lake if everybody was doing it. 
 
    Still, when Seth stepped onto the ice and felt the soles of his shoes nearly slide out from under him, a paralyzing fear wrapped around his body. He could barely move, skidding his feet one small inch forward at a time. After a little encouragement from his friends, both verbally and with a bottle of beer, the twenty-year-old felt comfortable enough to expand his strides, eventually making it all the way out to the small gathering in the center of the lake. 
 
    Several drinks later, Seth found himself relaxing, almost having a good time. He wasn’t about to get in a truck or ATV and go driving around like a madman. He would’ve probably clutched his seat in terror as the tires beneath him skidded all over the ice, spraying a puff of snow in the air like a cloud. None of the other partygoers seemed to mind huddling together, walking back and forth on the ice as a couple thousand pounds of trucks drove in between them. But Seth wasn’t about to take his chances. He was just fine where he was. Standing along the perimeter of the group, beer in hand, and sporadically joining in on conversations when it suited him. It allowed him the perception of being part of the group without joining in on the danger.  
 
    It also meant he was the only one who heard the sudden pop in the distance. 
 
    The noise came from behind him, but when Seth turned around there was nothing there. The shore on the other side of the lake was still half a football field away. Too far for such a shallow noise to have reached him. Whatever it was must’ve come from the ice, which sent an unnatural shiver down Seth’s spine that had nothing to do with the cold. 
 
    Nobody else seemed to have noticed it. Or maybe they were too lost in their revelry of loud music and drunken conversation to have cared. Seth shouted across the ice to let everyone know what he heard, but no one was as concerned as he hoped they would be. Instead, all Seth received was encouragement to investigate the noise on his own, which he did rather reluctantly. 
 
    Chugging his beer for a bit more liquid courage, Seth shuffled his feet across the ice like an uncoordinated penguin. He couldn’t recall after taking the first step what actually drove him to check out the noise by himself. Maybe he just didn’t want to look like a chicken in front of his friends, but glancing back over his shoulder, Seth noticed no one was even paying attention to him. Perhaps he was just curious. Either way, Seth told himself there was no reason to be afraid. If a large party bouncing up and down couldn’t break the ice then there was no way it could just randomly crack on its own. 
 
    At least, that was what he believed until he spotted a small dark blotch in the pristine sheet of white covering the lake.  
 
    Seth’s steps became smaller as he approached and discovered a hole in the ice about the size of a golf ball. He continued sliding along until he was standing directly over the hole and looking straight down at the water’s surface. A part of Seth was definitely afraid, but curiosity overrode his fear.  
 
    Before coming out here he imagined different scenarios of how the party could go wrong. Of what it would look like if one of the trucks or the crowd suddenly cracked the ice and plunged into the lake. This was different, though. The frozen ground beneath his feet felt solid. Not the least bit flimsy or weak. And the ice had to be at least a foot thick. Yet whatever made the small irregular shaped hole had punched straight through it in one shot without leaving a single stress crack around it. It was like a clear, straight tunnel all the way down to the freezing cold water underneath. 
 
    Seth kept peering through it, hoping to catch a glimpse of what might’ve caused the hole. But there was nothing. Just the dull, dark shimmer of the hidden lake at the bottom. 
 
    His curiosity uneventfully satisfied, Seth was about ready to stand back up when a gray blur leapt from the water. The object, shooting like a bullet through the small hole in the ice, moved too fast for Seth’s brain to process what it was. Before he could react, a set of tiny, razor sharp teeth clamped onto his face with the vice-like grip of a million needles and yanked him downward, smashing his body through the thick ice and into the freezing cold waters below. 
 
    A loud smash echoed across the frozen lake, drawing the attention of the young partygoers a short distance away. Everyone immediately stopped and turned, but it took a moment for them to process what had happened.  
 
    Slowly, one by one, people started curiously meandering towards the hole. Upon realizing what it was, an alarmed few broke out into a sprint only to put on the brakes when the danger became evident. The would-be rescuers slid across the ice, several skidding so hard they fell onto their backs and hips. 
 
    Behind them, the others conducted a quick census of everyone present. Seth’s name began popping up when he couldn’t be accounted for. A few daring individuals inched closer to the large hole on their hands and knees, each one curiously noting that the ice around the edges was still thick and sturdy. As they shouted Seth’s name into the ripples of the water, the crowd discussed how the ice, if it was as solid as they said, could’ve broken in the first place. Nobody had an answer. And the frantic conversation slowly peppered out when it became clear Seth wasn’t returning to the surface. He was lost, vanished within the lake’s depths.  
 
    A dreaded silence filled the air, tainted only by the faint rhythm of the music echoing in the distance. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    April Hawkins popped in her ear buds, set a playlist to random, and zoned out, staring through the window as she said goodbye to a summer amongst her friends. 
 
    Her family left the noise polluted streets of New York City and jumped on the parkway, following along the Hudson River headed north. Eventually, the road veered inland and the urban environment of tenements and crowded sidewalks shifted into a suburban portrait of cookie cutter houses and newly constructed playgrounds. Then the scene morphed again. Sporadic pockets of dense communities gave way to a portrait of treetops for as far as the eye could see. Unlike the city, where the streets cut through everything in their path, the road upstate seemed to move with the landscape, riding the sprawling hills up and down like a natural roller coaster. 
 
    So mesmerized by the lush forests surrounding them, April barely realized when their car veered off towards the exit. At just a little over an hour, the drive wasn’t nearly as long as she thought it would be. Still, however long the trip took to get here made little difference if it brought her to someplace she didn’t want to be. 
 
    Their winding journey continued up and down the hills into the dense backwoods of Putnam County, passing by several horse stables along the way. The further they drove, the less houses they saw, all in search of a lake that seemed an eternity from civilization. 
 
    As the GPS read less than a minute to their arrival, the car descended a street so steep April thought they were going to flip right over. A vast army of trees coated the bottom of the hill, but nestled between them was a small opening just wide enough for April to catch a glimpse of the water. She tried to focus and maybe gain some sense as to how big of a lake it was. Before she could though, the car abruptly turned left and approached a dead end where the road seamlessly transitioned into a driveway of dark red pavers. 
 
    Standing at the foot of it was a man waving with more enthusiasm than April was comfortable with. She didn’t recognize his face, but then again, she didn’t expect to. She was only six when she last saw her Uncle Henry ten years ago, and her parents didn’t keep any pictures of him around the house. 
 
    To complement his dorky grin, her uncle wore an outfit that put way too much effort into looking like he just came from the beach. His lower half consisted of a set of neon flip flips and swirly board shorts that screamed for attention. A loose fitting tank top hung from his scrawny shoulders, exposing his skinny, pale arms that most would’ve been too embarrassed displaying for the world to see. To top off his ensemble, Henry wore a brown bucket hat covered in an assortment of colorful patches that looked like the walls of a tacky family restaurant threw up all over him. There were far too many for April to count, not that she cared to. All she needed to know was that the guy proudly wore the hat to greet them despite the massive shade from the canopy of trees towering overhead. 
 
    April’s mother drove slowly as her uncle waved them into the short driveway, which turned further down the hill. The car parked in front of a garage door that was still wet with a new coat of white paint, and April exited the backseat to get a better look at the house attached to it. Although the home itself was in decent shape, it was about what April pictured when she thought of a seventies lake house. Wooden paneling covered every outside wall, and the freshly planted shrubs surrounded by red mulch failed to effortlessly blend the property’s artificial landscaping with the nature beyond it. 
 
    April and her brother, Mark, examined the house side by side while their mother exited the car to greet Uncle Henry walking down the driveway. 
 
    “You guys made excellent time,” he said with the same wide grin glued across his face. 
 
    His flip-flops clapped against his feet with every step, echoing a smacking noise that irritated April more than his voice. 
 
    “No traffic,” Mrs. Hawkins replied, opening her arms to welcome her brother. “We got lucky.” 
 
    They hugged, but their arms barely clasped around each other in an awkward reunion that appeared more of a formality than a genuine embrace. 
 
    “Hey, sis,” he whispered with his mouth up against her shoulder. 
 
    Mrs. Hawkins pulled away to look her brother in the eye. “How you doing, Henry? I hope Asia treated you well.” 
 
    “It did,” he answered, nodding joyfully. “But a decade is a long time to be gone. I’m just glad to be back in New York.” 
 
    Mrs. Hawkins laughed dramatically as she looked to the treetops. “Is this still New York? I couldn’t tell without the skyscrapers.” 
 
    Henry smirked and casually waved off her jab. “Shanghai. Hong Kong. Bangkok. I’ve had enough of city life. I want peace. I want nature. I want…” 
 
    His monologue drifted off as he caught sight of April and Mark standing further down the driveway.  
 
    “Oh, gosh,” he gasped, his eyes wide in awe. “Is this them?” 
 
    April wasn’t sure if it was a rhetorical question. Henry turned to Mrs. Hawkins, actually looking for an answer, and it surprised April when she nodded. As if there were a chance her mother would somehow abduct two strange kids to stay with this man that weren’t her children. 
 
    The obnoxiously gleeful grin returned to Henry’s face as he walked further down the driveway. “I haven't seen you two in forever. You’ve gotten so big!” 
 
    He took seven steps, which meant his feet clapped against his flip-flops seven more times. April counted every one. 
 
    She and Mark remained perfectly still, unsure as to how to appropriately react to the situation. Henry didn’t seem to mind, though. He got right down to Mark’s thirteen-year-old eye level and had no shame carefully examining the boy’s face. “I’m sure you barely remember me, Mark.” 
 
    “Actually,” Mark replied, apathetically shrugging his shoulders. “I don't remember you at all.”  
 
    Henry lifted his fist and gave Mark a light, playful tap in the shoulder. “Then I guess we’ll have to change that.” 
 
    He then shifted his gaze over to April while approaching her slowly. “And my little niece, April. Just wow. You’ve really grown into a beautiful woman, haven’t you?”  
 
    Uneasy and uncomfortable, April wasn’t quite sure how to react to the compliment. Her uncle’s wide grin had grown from eccentric to creepy, but her mother never looked concerned by Henry’s comment.  
 
    “Thanks,” April hissed through a smile she forced to appear grateful. 
 
    Placing his hands firmly on his hips, Henry tilted his head sideways and stared April down with a peculiar grimace. “Don’t tell me you don't remember me, either?” 
 
    April shrugged ever so slightly, hesitant to answer truthfully. “A little.” 
 
    “Good,” Henry replied, opening his body to the rest of group while wrapping his arm around April’s shoulder. “Then at least we’ll have something to build on.” 
 
    Feeling her personal space invaded, April’s instinct told her to push him away, but the last thing she wanted was to get off on the wrong foot with her host, even if he was an unnecessary toucher. So she recoiled into herself instead, tolerant of his affection. 
 
    Just when April thought his grip couldn’t get any tighter, Henry brought her in close to spin her body around, ushering her and Mark towards the front door. “Why don’t you guys head on inside while I finish talking to your mom. You can get a great view of the lake from the porch.” 
 
    He finally let go with a little push to get April moving forward. Mark glanced over to his sister, looking for direction, but she didn’t have any answers. She grimaced and shrugged, obliging Henry’s request by heading down the stone pathway to the house. 
 
    While pushing the front door open, April expected to find a tacky interior to match the outside of the house. She assumed to step onto a shag rug, surrounded by yellow wallpaper and space age furniture.  
 
    Her breath was taken away instead.  
 
    Every wall in the house had been blown out into a studio, creating a single large space that was all weaved together by a basalt tile floor. A pristine granite island sat off to the side, encompassed by a long countertop that housed several stainless steel appliances. On the opposite side of the room was a couch, which was positioned in front of an unnecessarily large television screen mounted to the wall. Tucked into the far corner of the room was a king size floor bed. Most impressive, though, was the back wall the mattress was nestled against, which consisted entirely of floor to ceiling windows that looked out over the lake. 
 
    Mesmerized by the sight, the two children drifted to a sliding glass door in the center of the wall and stepped through it onto the porch outside. It was here that April saw the house was literally built on the side of a hill. Over the railing was a thirty-foot straight drop down to a stone walkway, and another thirty feet below that was a small grass lawn and dock that extended out over the water. 
 
    The lake itself was much larger than April expected. It was only about four hundred yards to the other side. Close enough that April felt like she could swim there if her life depended on it. But while it wasn’t wide, the saucer shaped lake was long. Real long. April could see one end by the house, a marsh covered in reeds and seaweed to her right. But to her left, the lake continued on way further than she could see. 
 
    The water was choppy, too, crowded with dozens of boats, kayaks and jet skis. Some were just floating in place, content to relax in the summer sun as the waves rocked them from side to side. Others zoomed back and forth across the lake in what seemed like orchestrated chaos. April spotted a pack of teenagers wakeboarding and a dad pulling two laughing girls in an inflatable tube. It was a miracle, she thought, that nobody collided into one another. Especially with the odd swimmer daring or stupid enough to venture out into the center of it all. Though she suspected the boat slowly drifting through the traffic with the word “SHERIFF” printed along the side had something to do with it. 
 
    April also noticed she could hear all the noise from the lake. A constant stream of chatter mixed with the hum of outboard motors travelled across the water before echoing all around her. The other side of the lake was also a hill with another series of homes imbedded into the side of it. Turning back around and looking up, April saw that the hill her uncle’s house was built on extended upward far more than she thought. As if she needed another excuse to feel more trapped than she already did, April was disappointed in herself for only just now realizing they were inside a large valley with the lake sitting at the bottom of it. 
 
    The only silver lining was that Mark couldn’t wipe the smile from his face. From the moment they stepped outside, April’s brother was ecstatic, eager to strip down and jump in for a swim right then and there. 
 
    His enthusiasm quickly diminished, though, when Henry stepped out onto the porch carrying both their suitcases. 
 
    “Where’s mom?” Mark asked, his body slouched in disappointment. 
 
    Henry put the bags down, confused by the question. “She left.” 
 
    The answer pulled on the frown already etched onto Mark’s face. “Without saying goodbye?” 
 
    Henry frowned as well and swayed side to side as if he didn’t know how to handle his disheartened energy. “Oh, I’m sorry, guys. I thought she said that before you came out here.” 
 
    “That would require them actually giving a shit,” April said, rolling her eyes. 
 
    She didn’t know the rules at Uncle Henry’s place. Her mother didn’t exactly go over them with her before they jumped in the car. But he didn’t seem to mind that she cursed, focusing more on the fact she and her brother were upset. “She must’ve just forgotten. That’s all. Your parents are going on a big trip. There’s still probably a lot for them to do.” 
 
    April almost felt bad for the guy, but she knew better. 
 
    “Their flight isn’t for another three days,” she explained. “I’m betting she just had dinner reservations she didn’t want to miss.” 
 
    Mark still hadn’t accepted it, though, and moped as he turned back around to the lake. “I thought she said we were all going to have dinner tonight. One last time before they left.” 
 
    “One last time?” April scoffed, chuckling. “How about one first time?” 
 
    “Hey, guys,” Henry chirped, eager to cheer them up. “Forget about your parents. You’re with Uncle Henry now, which means a summer of fun, okay? Just look at this place. It’s gorgeous, right?” 
 
    “Kinda crowded,” April murmured, unimpressed. 
 
    “Yeah,” Henry groaned. “The weekends tend to get a little busy. But during the week this place is practically a ghost town. The water is like glass.” 
 
    Mark turned around, curious at the expression. “Glass?” 
 
    Henry’s face beamed, excited to explain. “Yeah. So flat you can see your own reflection and skim a rock clear to the other side of the lake.” 
 
    Mark smiled. At least something could lift his spirits, April thought, but she had other concerns and gestured back towards the house. “Enjoying the bachelor life?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Henry replied, turning around to admire his home. “I had the place renovated when I bought it. You like?” 
 
    “It’s great but…” April’s voice trailed off, annoyed that she had to spell it out for him. “Where are we going to sleep?” 
 
    Henry’s giddy smile returned as he pointed over the porch to the hill below. April leaned over the railing and saw the stone walkway down to the dock branch off to the two-story house next door. The building, which had a similar wood paneling on the outside to Henry’s, was a lot closer to the lake, but the red mulch and landscaping, not to mention the walkway, tied the two properties together as one. That was when it dawned on her. April was looking at a guesthouse. 
 
    While she and Mark continued to stare speechless at the place, Henry bent over and slipped his head in between them. “Your own house. Your own kitchen. Your own rooms and bathrooms.” 
 
    He stood back up, which drew April and Mark to turn to him as if he had the dumbstruck children tethered to a string. 
 
    “Welcome to Lake Oscawana,” he said with a grin, tipping his bucket hat like some kind of fashion-challenged cowboy. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    It had been a few days since April arrived at her uncle’s house and already she was finding the place more bearable than she thought it would be. Her room had internet and a TV, which pretty much meant that she never needed to go outside.  
 
    By contrast, it seemed as if Mark was spending more time in the water than on land these past couple days. Henry was right in that everyone who had been at the lake for the weekend went back home during the week, leaving just a boat or two to put around on the water. Mark even found a few local kids to hang out with. They lived a few houses down and owned a massive floating trampoline that Mark had grown obsessed with. 
 
    If April didn’t know any better, she would’ve guessed her brother was actually enjoying himself. Which kind of made the situation worth it. Sacrificing her own happiness for his was a no brainer. Besides, all things considered, Uncle Henry wasn’t that bad. And there were certainly worst ways to spend a summer, especially when her parents were the ones making the decisions. 
 
    At her brother’s constant nagging, April even decided to try out some of this beautiful “nature” he was so adamant about enjoying. A short while after lunch, once the one fishing boat on the water called it quits for the day, April popped in her ear buds and left the guesthouse, walking across the strip of grass at the bottom of the hill with her bare feet. She approached her uncle’s wooden dock, which was made of about a dozen weathered planks that extended fifteen feet into the lake. Walking carefully to avoid the sharp splinters protruding upright, April eventually made it to the dock’s end and sat with her feet over the edge.  
 
    April started her time of relaxation by leaning back on her hands and slowly scanning the continuous line of robust treetops that completely encircled the lake. Like top-heavy giants, the trees, branches, trunks, and all, swayed gently side to side in the light breeze. The fluid motion looked like an orchestrated dance that lulled April into a soothing daydream. 
 
    After three songs she barely paid attention to, April stopped the music and tossed her ear buds to the side. Mixed with the tree’s rustling leaves and the soft rolling, trickle of water, the wind’s faint whistle was a nice change of tune, maybe even something April could get used to. 
 
    Eventually, April lost track of time, content to sit at the dock’s edge for as long as she was able. At some point, April wasn’t sure if it had been hours or minutes, Henry and Mark came down to the water and started tossing a Frisbee along the grass. 
 
    They didn’t bother her for the most part, and April learned forward for a different view. Instead of staring up at the trees, she turned her focus to the water below her feet. Without any boats to create a steady stream of rollers, April hoped to see the “glass” Henry had described when they first arrived, but the subtle breeze generated tiny waves that rippled along the surface.  
 
    It wasn’t perfect, but April could still make out a distorted outline of her reflection in the water. Her blank face appeared to have a hundred vibrating bumps, and April played with the image even more by dragging the tips of her feet across the water. Although it barely brushed against her toes, the cool lake was a refreshing blast against her skin, which had become hot in the scorching summer sun. 
 
    “Be careful dangling your feet in the water,” Henry yelled out from the grass behind her. “You don’t want a little fish thinking you’re a snack.” 
 
    The warning took April by surprise and she immediately pulled her feet back, bending them under the dock. The thought of being bitten never even entered her mind. Worried, she looked back over her shoulder at Henry just as he flung the Frisbee to Mark. 
 
    “Really?” she asked with concern stressing her voice. 
 
    The Frisbee gracefully glided back over to Henry and he quickly snatched it out of the air. “Oh, yeah. Those suckers will nibble at your toes if you let them.” 
 
    Further down the grass, Mark sarcastically threw his hands up in the air, mocking his sister’s apprehension. “Oh no! We can’t have any fish ruining April’s nail polish.” 
 
    “Shut up, Mark!” she yelled back at him. 
 
    Like his uncle, Mark shot his hand out to steal the Frisbee mid-flight. “Then don’t be such a baby.” 
 
    Figuring the best option was to ignore him, April turned her attention back to the water under her feet. Without her toes dipped in to disturb the surface, April’s reflection looked even clearer than before. Though she fixated beyond the distorted image of herself to the lake’s murky depths beneath it. 
 
    “Are they big, Uncle Henry?” she asked loudly, still staring into the water. 
 
    “There’s some bass out in the middle of the lake,” he said, pausing to grunt while throwing the Frisbee, “but they’re too scared to come around people. The ones you should look out for are tiny. You can probably see schools of them swimming under the dock if you look closely enough.” 
 
    April continued to focus past her reflection, zoning in on whatever might’ve been lurking below. A fair amount of seaweed, both chopped up in bits and long stringy strands, floated on by. Other than that, April couldn’t see much. Certainly no small groups of fish circulating under her feet, waiting to be fed. 
 
    April was about ready to look away when she noticed a small splotch under the surface in her reflection. Covered in shade, the water was already a fairly dark green to begin with, but the black spot seemed to grow larger across her body, dimming her reflection as some unseen object rose from the bottom of the lake.  
 
    Cautiously fascinated, April lifted her feet entirely to sit cross-legged and peer over the edge of the dock. Whatever the object was never seemed to take shape, an amorphous blob that stopped at about the size of a small animal, like a beaver or raccoon. April knew enough to realize it wasn’t a fish. She thought maybe it could’ve been some kind of garbage that dragged across the lake floor. At least she did…until the object shook and scurried on its own, swimming in a circle around her reflection. 
 
    April leaned forward even more, practically lying flat on the dock with her face just a few feet from the surface. Yet still, the mystery creature’s identity eluded her as it swam in a circle, playfully darting back and forth as if it enjoyed having April’s attention.  
 
    April smiled, amused by the creature’s almost whimsical behavior, but it suddenly stopped when a faint, far off hum echoed across the water. The creature paused for a brief moment, assessing the audible intrusion to the lake’s serenity, and then quickly dove deeper under the surface, disappearing into the depths of the lake as the sound continued to grow. 
 
    Annoyed, April jumped to her feet and scanned the sky for the source of the buzzing, quickly spotting a small plane in the distance. Its wings rocking back and forth, the plane hovered above the trees, expanding in size with each passing second. Eventually, April realized the plane was headed straight for them, descending at an unbelievable speed. Soon, the plane darted downwards just over the tree line, and April caught sight of two hefty pontoons mounted underneath the car-sized cabin. Affixed to the front of it was a single propeller spinning so fast it looked like one blurry circle, but the prop slowed down ever so slightly as the seaplane touched down on the water, bouncing off the surface a single time before coming to a smooth, seamless stop. 
 
    “Wow,” Mark muttered, standing beside April. 
 
    She hadn’t even noticed he’d walked up next to her, his jaw hanging open in a half awe-struck smile.  
 
    “That’s Paul Dutchman,” Henry explained, standing on the other side of April. “He’s got a house over on the south side of the lake.” 
 
    “You know him?” Mark asked, his voice eager and excited. 
 
    Henry shook his head. “Never met him, but I spoke to a couple of the neighbors who can’t stand the guy. They say he’s obnoxious, always coming to the lake with that thing, making noise and aggravating people.” 
 
    “I think it’s cool,” Mark said, watching intently as the plane slowly swiveled to turn around on the water. 
 
    The propeller slowed enough to finally make out its shape as it spun, and the plane continued forward across the water, disappearing behind the trees to the far side of the lake. 
 
    The loud hum of the engine continued to echo throughout the valley, but Henry ignored it as he turned to head back down the dock. “I’m just worried he’s going to land on a swimmer one day. Crush them right under those big pontoons.” 
 
    “That would be awesome,” Mark exclaimed, cheerfully.  
 
    Still standing at the edge of the dock, April leaned away from her brother to gawk at him oddly. Henry did as well, who stopped half way down the dock and turned around with his eyebrow peculiarly raised. 
 
    Mark smiled awkwardly, shrugging his shoulders to try and cover up his embarrassment. “To, you know, see in a movie or something.” 
 
    “Oh. Speaking of movies,” Henry started, gladly changing the subject to a lighter note. “What’s the summertime without hiding away in a big, dark room and watching a blockbuster with an unnecessary amount of CGI action?” 
 
    After several days of never leaving the house, the proposition took April by surprise. “There’s a movie theater around here?” 
 
    Henry laughed off the question. “Where do you think you are, April? The middle of nowhere?” 
 
    “Might as well be,” she replied, proud of her knowingly obnoxious answer. 
 
    With both hands firmly placed on his hips in a power pose, Henry leaned forward, eying the girl down with an exaggerated snooty glare. “Does that mean you don’t want all the candy and popcorn you can eat?” 
 
    April was torn. On the one hand, Henry had no idea what a teenager wanted. He was treating her like a little kid, trying to bribe her with junk food. Then again, after three days stuck in the guesthouse, watching a movie while stuffing her face with candy and popcorn sounded like an excellent idea. 
 
    “Sure,” she said, rolling her eyes and masking her joy. “Whatever, I guess.” 
 
    She started down the dock to approach her uncle when Mark blew right past both of them in a dead sprint. “Don’t mind her, Uncle Henry. She only pretends to be a bitch.” 
 
    That little brat was too smart for his own good, April thought to herself while watching him run full speed up the hill and into their uncle’s house. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    After nearly twenty minutes of driving through a winding tunnel of trees, the road poured out onto a main drag filled with cars and life. New York City it was not, but the street was about as close to civilization as April was going to get.  
 
    Along the road were a sporadic series of car dealerships and fast food franchises. Henry drove a good deal past that to pull into a rather large shopping center that had a supermarket, clothing store, and, sure enough, a movie theater. 
 
    April couldn’t remember the last time she actually sat in a theater and watched a movie. Most in the city were either too small and only showed foreign films or too many blocks away for her to care. This place was massive. It had enough screens to play a dozen titles at once, most of which April hadn’t even heard of.  
 
    True to his word, Henry chose a summer blockbuster with just the right blend of action and comedy for April to turn off her brain and enjoy the show. He even bought her and Mark a bucket of popcorn each to go along with the candy of their choice. April picked Twizzlers. Mark wanted M&M’s. Of course, he ate too many before the previews were over, got sick, and April ended up finishing both bags. 
 
    After the movie, when a faint layer of fading sunlight still clung to the sky, Henry walked his niece and nephew over to a standalone building in the middle of the parking lot. It wasn’t until they got halfway there that April realized it was one of those hokey family restaurants with too many road signs and celebrity photos on the walls. She wasn’t surprised, either, figuring this was the place Henry scrounged together his corny collection of patches for his trademark bucket hat. 
 
    Before they walked through the door, April was hit with a massive wave of chatter and catchy pop music. It was even louder inside, where a crowd of soon-to-be diners sat patiently around the lobby. As they approached the hostess, April noticed that every table on the dining floor was full. Luckily, there was only a ten minute wait, and Mark was adamant about holding the pager, which he unashamedly held against his groin as it went off. 
 
    Twenty minutes later and April had completely thrown aside her assumptions about the evening. She had never really experienced what she considered the boring, normal parts of being a family; it was hard for her to imagine enjoying them. Yet there was something about devouring a basket of boneless Buffalo wings in a crowded tacky restaurant while reminiscing over a movie that made April feel at ease.  
 
    Mark lauded the blockbuster’s action while Henry praised the unnecessary yet completely gratuitous death scenes. The three of them then shared their favorite funny moments, hysterically laughing over the casual chitchat of the tables around them. 
 
    So lost in the conversation that April barely heard the stranger’s voice that interrupted it. “Now that sounds like some healthy laughter.” 
 
    A middle-aged man in a finely pressed collared shirt approached the table. 
 
    “Sheriff Thompson,” Henry addressed him, pleasantly surprised. 
 
    With a haircut so clean it looked like it was measured with a ruler, the Sheriff held up his hand, dismissing Henry’s formal greeting with a smile. “Please, Mr. Hawkins. Just Brian is fine when I’m off duty.” 
 
    “Only if you call me Henry,” April’s uncle insisted. 
 
    The two men agreed with a nod. 
 
    April had plenty of encounters with cops before but never a sheriff. She wasn’t even sure if New York City had one. The word instantly brought to her mind images of cowboys chasing after bank robbers on horseback and towns that clearly weren’t big enough for the both of them. Yet it also reminded her of the first time she stepped out onto her uncle’s porch and saw the sheriff’s boat vigilantly navigating the crowded waters. 
 
    “Were you on the lake the other day?” she asked. 
 
    “Oscawana?” the Sheriff clarified before nodding. “Yeah. I was.” 
 
    Mark smiled widely, revealing the chewed up mess of chicken and blue cheese swirling around in his mouth. “Sheriff of the lake. Sounds like a cool job.” 
 
    The Sheriff smiled softly, meant as a polite response to the boy’s enthusiasm. “I'm only really out there on the weekends and holidays.” 
 
    “Ever arrest anybody?” Mark asked, his enthusiasm not having dimmed a bit. 
 
    Sheriff Thompson shook his head. “Not out on the water.” 
 
    “What about any high speed chases?” Mark followed up, eagerly. 
 
    The Sheriff twisted his lips, confused by the question. “On land?” 
 
    Still excited, Mark swallowed his food as quickly as his throat would allow. “No. With your boat.” 
 
    Sheriff Thompson rocked back on his heels while laughing, clearly amused by the boy’s opinion of him. “I don’t know what you think my job is, but it’s pretty boring, to be honest. I really just make sure people aren’t speeding too close to shore and kids are wearing their life jackets. Usually just being out there so people can see me is enough to make sure they follow the rules.” 
 
    “Speaking of following the rules,” Henry chimed in, changing the subject. “What about Paul Dutchman? He landed his plane on the water again today.” 
 
    Nodding his head, Sheriff Thompson grimaced regretfully. “Yeah. I know. But there’s nothing I can do about it.” 
 
    Looking up at the Sheriff standing on the other side of the table from him, Henry leaned back in his seat with a disappointed pout. “Really? People come up here to get away from the noise of the city and that good-for-nothing show-off is just allowed to mess it all up for everyone? The lake’s not even that big.” 
 
    Sheriff Thompson shrugged while continuing to nod with a grimace. “Big enough for him to land and that’s really all that matters. He owns property on the water and there’s no law that stops him from landing his plane on it. People complain all the time but it’s out of my hands.” 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about us, though,” April said while popping another Buffalo wing into her mouth. “Our uncle doesn’t even have a boat.” 
 
    Truth be told, April didn’t really care about having a boat. She probably wouldn’t even have gone on one if they did. But she had gotten so used to snapping out a sarcastic response whenever there was an opportunity for one that she didn’t even think about saying them anymore. They just came out automatically, like a reflex. 
 
    The comment, however, went right over the Sheriff’s head, who focused on a single word instead. “Uncle? So these are the niece and nephew you were telling me about the other day, Henry.” 
 
    Henry smiled proudly while gesturing to the children seated across from him. “This is April and her brother, Mark. They’ll be staying with me for the summer while their parents travel around Europe.” 
 
    Sheriff Thompson nodded, impressed with the story. “Europe, huh? Sounds fun. Shame they couldn't take you with them.” 
 
    “Oh, they could’ve,” April quipped, slobbering another wing in some ranch dressing. “They just chose not to.” 
 
    She unabashedly popped the wing into her mouth as Henry leaned over the table towards her. “Come on, April. That’s not fair of you to say.” 
 
    “It’s true,” April exclaimed, modestly putting her hand in front of her mouth full of food. “They’ve always paid some babysitter to stay at home with us for the summer so they could do their globetrotting thing. Last year was South America. Australia the year before that. Not that we would know if they went somewhere else because they make it a point to be unreachable.” 
 
    Sheriff Thompson’s head hung low, distressed by the conversation’s sudden shift in tone. “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    Enjoying herself a little more than was appropriate, April smirked and playfully waved off the Sheriff’s sympathy. “Oh, don’t worry about it. It’s a lot better during the school year when they ship us off to boarding school. Then we’re lucky if we get a phone call once a week.” 
 
    Henry and Sheriff Thompson exchanged subtle glances, each one of them unsure how to respond.  
 
    “Damn, April,” Mark jeered, his eyes shifting back and forth between the two adults. “Way to kill the mood.” 
 
    Sensing the atmosphere was in dire need of uplifting, Sherriff Thompson sucked in a huge puff of air, as if inflating his body with optimism. “Well, then forget about your parents. Sounds to me like your summer here is off to a great start with your uncle.” 
 
    The Sheriff’s response took April by surprise. People in the city didn’t talk like that. They didn’t even think like that, which was par for the course in a place where nobody ever said what they meant. Yet she believed the Sheriff genuinely had a cheery disposition. Especially when her uncle reciprocated by beaming with pride. 
 
    “Thanks, Sheriff,” Uncle Henry touted before stammering over his mistake. “Err, I mean Brian.” 
 
    Smiling, Sheriff Thompson tilted his head and nodded, a reflex from wearing the sheriff’s hat he forgot he didn’t have on.  
 
    “Have a great night, folks,” he said before turning to walk away. 
 
    A waitress carrying two plates stepped up to take his place. 
 
    “All right,” she said, holding out one of the plates with a red mesh basket of French fries. “Who got the chicken fingers?” 
 
    Henry lifted his hand with a soft smile, and as the waitress dropped the plate in front of him, April slapped her face into her palm, embarrassed to be seen with a grown man that ordered a meal off the children’s menu.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    After dinner, Henry weighed the options of going out for soft serve or just using the tub ice cream he had in the freezer back at his house. He mostly had this debate with himself. Out loud, too, much to Mark’s amusement. 
 
    Ultimately, Henry decided to bring the kids back home as it was getting late. As much as he wanted to be the fun uncle, he also wanted to be a responsible one, too. Or at least, he was trying to be. Not an easy task for a grown man who’d spent his entire life as a bachelor. 
 
    Sitting out on their uncle’s porch, April and Mark each enjoyed a bowl of chocolate caramel ice cream. Henry went with vanilla, which surprised no one.  
 
    Nobody said a word. There had been enough conversation over dinner. Instead, they all sat in silence, staring out over the lake as the full moon radiated through a fog crawling off the water. 
 
    Despite all her attempts not to, April left her uncle’s house with a smile. Obviously, Mark was smiling too, and the laughing siblings ran down the walkway to the guesthouse, pretending the fog starting to disperse through the property was chasing them. 
 
    Once inside, there was little to discuss. Mark and April each went to their respective rooms and shut their doors. Well, Mark did. April left hers a crack open, waiting to see how long it took her brother to turn the light off. The answer was barely three minutes. The poor kid was exhausted. 
 
    April wasn’t quite ready to fall asleep. She put in her ear buds, lay down in bed, and scrolled aimlessly through social media on her phone. But she wasn’t paying attention to it. Her mind was elsewhere, still trying to come to grips with the fact that she might’ve actually enjoyed herself tonight. Against all odds, April couldn’t remember a bad moment of the evening. Embarrassing? Sure. Cringe-worthy? Absolutely. But bad? Not really. It was almost kind of…fun. Though it was painful, she had to admit, to use that word. 
 
    After so many years of failures and disappointments, April had almost given up on the concept of family time. Surprisingly, her uncle changed that. Her dorky, out of touch, hopelessly awkward uncle. What he did for them tonight, something as simple as dinner and a movie, made April believe that the summer might not be as bad as she thought. Possibly even something she could look forward to. 
 
    And it was with that thought that April turned off the light and let her head fall against the pillow. She closed her eyes, ready to drift off into a happy slumber, when the rolling whoosh of her uncle’s sliding glass door echoed outside the window. 
 
    She leaned off of the bed and pushed down on the blinds. Up the hill from the guesthouse, Henry’s place loomed from above. The shifting fog had grown to cover the house like a living wall and scattered the moonlight in a thousand directions.  
 
    After another whoosh from the glass door, a figure emerged from the darkness inside the house and stepped onto the porch. Without a hint of urgency, the figure descended the steps onto the walkway and continued down towards the guesthouse, parting the fog as it moved. The figure’s steps were slow and deliberate, as if calculating each one before lifting its leg. Distorted by the fog, the moonlight outlined the figure like a spectral being but darkened its form, obscuring its face into a void.  
 
    Not that April didn’t know who it was. The figure was obviously Uncle Henry. It had to be. But why was he coming to the guesthouse? Was everything all right? April hoped it was, but there was something about her uncle, the way he moved with meticulous intent, that formed a knot in her stomach.  
 
    As he approached the house, April put her head back down on the pillow, pretending she never saw him. Then she heard another whoosh of a sliding door. Only this one came from downstairs.  
 
    Then came the footsteps in the kitchen, one after the other. They were soft, barely more than a tap. Impossible to hear if April hadn’t been listening for them. She squeezed her eyes shut, again praying that Henry took care of his business inside the house and left, but as the steps grew closer, she knew that wasn’t the case. 
 
    Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, the noises stopped in front of her door, followed by a soft creak as it was carefully pushed open. April pressed her face deep into the pillow, pretending to sleep and wishing he would just go away. She held her breath, lying as still as possible as another eternity passed her by. 
 
    “Hello, April,” a shallow whisper greeted her.  
 
    April released a shaky sigh before sitting up off the bed and seeing her uncle standing tall in the doorway. Henry was still, his hands plastered to his sides like a tin soldier at attention. He wore the same warm, welcoming smile he always did, but the expression was cut in half by the hazy shadow in the hallways. The weak moonlight piercing through the blinds only illuminated half his face. The other half was drenched in the darkness extending out from April’s room. 
 
    “Uhh,” she stammered fearfully, unsure how to respond to the surprise visit. “Hi, Uncle Henry. Kinda late, isn’t it?” 
 
    Henry’s head bobbed up and down, popping in and out of the moon’s glow. “It is. But I couldn’t sleep and just saw your light go off. I figured you were still awake.” 
 
    April’s hands clenched around the edge of the bed sheets, squeezing them tightly while pulling them closer to her chest. “Ooookay. But I’m trying to sleep now so could you—” 
 
    “Yeah,” Mark interrupted by stepping through the threshold of the room. “You're right. I should come inside. We don’t want to wake Mark up.” 
 
    Henry turned around and shut the door so gently it never even clicked. April stared at his back as he stayed there for a moment, nothing more than the outline of a figure in the darkness. April’s body grew warm, yet a shiver ran down her arms, dragging a wave of goose bumps along with it.   
 
    Eventually, after hovering in place for several seconds, Henry’s head sunk low, hanging over his chest as he spoke. “The reason I couldn’t sleep is...” 
 
    Henry abruptly spun around on his heels. There was no face for April to see in the darkness. Only two, glossy orbs staring back at her.  
 
    “You like it here, right, April?” the orbs asked. 
 
    Struck by their stare, April shrugged and nodded at the same time. “Yeah. I guess so.” 
 
    Henry took a step forward, entering the faint, streaky light from the window behind the bed. “You’re having fun? Enjoying yourself on the lake?” 
 
    April looked away from him, averting her gaze to the floor. “Well, I’ve always been kind of a city girl, but the water’s kind of growing on me. It’s only been a couple of days.” 
 
    Henry approached April’s bedside, bringing his long stride directly into her line of sight. “And what about me? Do you like me, too?” 
 
     “Yeah, Uncle Henry,” April answered, keeping her eyes pointed down at his feet. “You’ve been real nice.” 
 
    “Aww,” Henry bawled. “Thank you.” 
 
    He remained standing beside the bed, practically inviting April to look at him. She refused, though, holding out for as long as she could. They each waited silently in that position until April finally glanced up, meeting Henry’s intense eye line and prompting him to speak. “It’s just that...” 
 
    Henry moved swiftly to sit down at the edge of the bed, catching April off guard. She dropped the sheets and recoiled her legs, clutching them into her chest. But after the first, sudden burst of movement, Henry slowed to a crawl. Controlling his body, he sat down gently, careful not to plop down too hard on the bed all at once. 
 
    “What you said to the Sheriff about your parents really got to me,” Henry confessed. 
 
    He released the weight of his body, which compressed into the mattress and sunk April even further down into it. Still clasping onto her legs, April uncomfortably squirmed in place. “I didn't mean to—” 
 
    “Our parents never treated your mom and me like that,” Henry interjected. “So it’s unbelievable that she would do that to you.” 
 
    April smiled and chuckled awkwardly. She didn’t know what else to do. “Yeah...well...I’m used to it.” 
 
    “But you shouldn’t have to be. You should be around family that loves you, nurtures you, and…” Henry reached out slowly, placing a tender hand on the top of April’s knee,“…will always take care of you.” 
 
    April stared at the hand as if it were an alien creature latched onto her skin. It paralyzed her and sent a cold shiver down her spine. 
 
    “Uncle Henry,” she said, carefully pushing further back on the bed to remove her knee from his grasp. “I think you should—” 
 
    “Mark really loves it here, doesn’t he?” 
 
    Henry’s sudden question caught April by surprise. Why would he bring up Mark? Especially right now. She didn’t understand it and therefore didn’t know how to react. 
 
    “I know,” Henry continued with a friendly smile, his body playfully bobbing up and down on the fluffy mattress. “You’re a cosmopolitan teenager that’s interested in guys and makeup and all that other stuff girls do when no one is watching. But Mark...” 
 
    Henry paused to take a deep breath. His frame, although thin and scrawny, expanded as he inhaled, and his demeanor changed, too. Drained of its jubilance, his face sunk, becoming solemn and sober. 
 
    “He’s still just a boy,” Henry woefully lamented. “Just a sweet, innocent kid looking to get all his energy out by running around. The lake lets him do that. I mean, heck, it’s only been a couple of days and you already see how happy he is, don’t you?” 
 
    April wasn’t expecting the image of Mark smiling to pop into her head…but it did. The picture bore its way into her mind until it was all she could think about. To the point where it pained April to think the man responsible for it had made her feel so powerless. In that moment, her brother’s happiness became a burden. One that April suddenly felt compelled to bear. 
 
    Seeing April under such emotional strain, or perhaps merely sensing an opportunity, Henry returned his hand to her leg. “But I also want you to be happy, too, April.” 
 
    Again, the hand paralyzed her, filling her chest with dread. The wave of terror slithered up into her throat, preventing her from speaking. 
 
    “I want us all to be happy together,” Henry went on with a warm smile. 
 
    April tried to exhale through the stress, but each quivering breath felt as if it was being extracted from her body. 
 
    “What’d ya say?” Henry asked, slowly leaning in. “Will you be happy with me?” 
 
    He then placed a gentle kiss on her trembling lips. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    April didn’t sleep. She cried, instead. 
 
    Her head shot up off the floor when the first rays of sunlight peeked in through the blinds. She couldn’t be in the bed. Not after what happened. 
 
    There was no way Mark was up yet, but April couldn’t stay in her room any longer. She slipped through the small crack in the door without touching it. Henry was kind enough to leave it as it was when he arrived the night before.  
 
    After drudging through the hall, April slunk downstairs, her feet barely hovering off the floor as she stepped. She then carefully pulled the sliding door in the kitchen open, just enough for her slim frame to fit through. Once she was past the threshold outside, April’s body exploded in an all out sprint down the walkway. 
 
    The evening’s fog had faded to nothing more than a light morning mist, and April ripped through it as she ran across the grass, past the dock, and straight into the untouched woods beyond the street’s dead end.  
 
    Still in nothing more than the shorts and tank top she slept in, April’s bare feet crunched against the leaves and branches littering the forest floor. There was no stopping the tears from flowing under her eyes, but April scrunched her face to keep herself from crying completely. She focused straight ahead, zoning in on a path forward as she darted between the trees as fast as her legs would take her. 
 
    April had no idea where she was going or in what direction she was headed. The position of the lake was lost to her. She was completely turned around and didn’t care. All that mattered was that she kept moving and never looked back. 
 
    April’s mind drifted into a space separate from her body, which kept on pumping full speed on autopilot. She was safe there, where time had lost all meaning. She could’ve been moving for a couple minutes or over an hour. There was no way for her to tell. It reminded her of the day before when she sat on the edge of the deck, staring up at the trees and forgetting there was even a world beyond the lake. Maybe that’s just how reality worked in this place. It was a prison of a black hole. An anomaly outside the real world that trapped you without any hope of escape.  
 
    Without even telling them to, April’s feet came to an abrupt stop at the edge of the ground before it dropped off into the lake. Panting, out of breath, April looked around at the water yet didn’t recognize where she was. She must’ve been on the other side of the lake, far from her uncle’s house and without any idea how to get back. 
 
    Unable to contain her anguish, April fell into the grass and broke down into the sobs she’d been holding back, adding fresh tears to those dried against her cheeks. She didn’t know why she was crying. Sure, she felt traumatized, depressed, angry, miserable…pretty much any negative word she could think of. But April refused to acknowledge what happened to her last night. She boxed it up and locked it away. It never took place. And there was no reason to be upset about something that never happened. 
 
    Clenching her fists, April forced herself to forget. She fought desperately to burn the images from her mind when the light sound of trickling water abruptly stole her attention.  
 
    April shot her gaze up and saw the lake was glass, just as Henry described the other day. All along the opposite shore was a perfect mirror image of the trees in the distance. The smooth water spread out over the entire lake. Everywhere except right in front of April, where a faint ripple lingered in the otherwise pristine reflective surface.  
 
    Anything could’ve caused the disturbance. It could’ve been a fish popping up for an early snack or an acorn dropping off a tree. After rising to her feet, April’s body went still as she focused on the spot, waiting to see if it happened again.  
 
    The top of the morning sun had only just poked out over the trees, barely illuminating the sky with a twilight blue. The rays of newborn sunshine split as they hit the water, filling the lake’s depths with the shimmering image of a splintered star. In the center of it, a blotch started to emerge. A dark blemish in the spotless surface. 
 
    The formless blob of a shape grew as it rose on an angle towards the shoreline. The strange shadow reminded April of the one she saw under the dock. It then suddenly came alive, wiggling as it approached her. April squinted to focus in on the water above the object, which bubbled and rippled just before a slimy, grey mass emerged through the surface. 
 
    April didn’t stay there long enough to see the object rise completely. Startled, she stumbled backward several feet before smacking into a tree. Stuck somewhere between fear and curiosity, April stayed in the position, her back pressed against the tree, her eyes fixated at the edge of the ground. She could feel her heart pounding in her chest against her short, forceful breaths, which stopped with a sudden gasp when a grey, tentacle reached up over the ground. 
 
    Frozen in place, April watched as the tentacle dug into the dirt and pulled up a bizarre creature unlike anything she’d seen before. It was short, fat, and about the size of a pit bull, but its pallid, rotund body stood on three completely different sets of legs. The front set held tentacles like the one she first saw, but the back two had sharp claws that latched up large chunks of dirt as it walked.  
 
    The creature’s head was about proportional to its body. It also had features that April thought she recognized, yet nothing was where she’d expect it to be. The creature’s face reminded April of a Picasso painting. It had what looked like two bright blue slats arranged in a cross pattern for an eye, which blinked by having slimy flaps of skin smacking over it. Wrapped above this “t” shaped eye was a full half-circle of a seam that would’ve stretched from ear to ear if the creature had them. April guessed the seam had to be its mouth. A very large mouth at that. And her theory was confirmed as the seam spread apart to reveal a gaping hole filled with a spiral of razor sharp teeth. 
 
    April knew there were more animals in the world than she could possibly fathom. Weird, almost alien-like creatures that were beyond words to describe. But those beasts lived in far-flung corners of the planet. The deserts of Africa. The mountains of Asia. Even the frozen tundra of Antarctica. Unlike the urban jungle she came from, April knew these woods were teeming with wildlife, but it was still New York. A porcupine was probably the craziest thing she thought she’d encounter. 
 
    This…was something else entirely.  
 
    The creature, whatever it was, continued to approach April, slapping its tentacles into the soil as it moved. Although she was nervous, April’s fear had yet to demand action. Carefully sidestepping around the tree, April slowly tried to distance herself from the creature. She steadily moved backward, one cautious step at a time, until her bare foot landed on a tree branch and filled the quiet morning air with the sound of a snap. 
 
    The creature reacted to the noise by snarling, unhinging its jaw down to the ground and opening its mouth as wide as its whole body. A glob of mucus spewed out from within the densely packed spiral of teeth and the beast unleashed a visceral roar that sent April into a panic. 
 
    She immediately turned around and took off through the woods. Again, April had no idea where she was going. All she knew was that she was running up the hillside away from the lake.  
 
    It was difficult for April to move up the hill. She had to pump her legs to climb while the rough brush scraped against the soles of her feet. She hoped to outrun the creature, whose short, chunky body seemed unfit for a chase, yet even without turning around, April could sense the creature gaining on her. It constantly grunted during the pursuit, snorting like some kind of deformed pig. The tentacles and claws alternated as it ran, slapping and scratching across the grass.  
 
    The chaotic noises behind April grew louder with each step she took until she could practically hear the creature beside her. For a second, April braced for the creature to catch her. She imagined the spiral of teeth sinking into the back of her calf, maybe even tearing her leg clean off. She pictured the blood and thought of the pain…but it never came. 
 
    Instead, April watched as the creature blew past her at an eerily fast pace. Its body seemed to run and slide at the same time, slithering its tentacles up while its back claws propelled it forward. 
 
    April stopped running to observe the creature move. She was still terrified, her heart racing faster than she could count, but she was also intrigued. Especially when the creature saw that she had stopped moving and turned around to face her. 
 
    They were now only a few feet apart. Close enough for April to see the tiny scales across its skin bounce up and down as it panted like a dog. The creature’s blue cross for an eye glossed a ghostly white, almost as if it were trying to focus on April while blinking several times. Still out of breath, its mouth hung open ever so slightly on a twisted angle, just enough for April to see the tips of its teeth.  
 
    It wasn’t snarling anymore, but the bizarre expression was difficult for April to decipher. She waited for several moments to see if anything changed, but it didn’t. If anything, the creature’s mouth curled even further in opposite directions. If April didn’t know any better, she would’ve thought the creature was…smiling. 
 
    April’s mind yelled at her to retreat. To get as far away from this thing as she could. But as ugly as it was, she felt a warmth from it. An indescribable connection that compelled her to reach for it.  
 
    April barely held her hand out, but the creature readily hopped forward, bringing the top of its head into her fingertips. Its flesh was just as slimy as it looked and its scales just as prickly. But the texture didn’t irritate April. It felt stimulating. Nice even. Like a ticklish scratch. 
 
    The sensation only grew as the creature nuzzled its head deeper into April’s palm. It seemed to like her and wanted to be petted. Despite its fierce grotesqueness, April found the creature to be innocently sweet. She wouldn’t go so far as to call it adorable. Cute would’ve been pushing it. But it didn’t seem dangerous. At least, at the moment. 
 
    It was still a wild animal. If it was indeed an animal, at all. April wasn’t so sure. She didn’t necessarily believe in supernatural creatures or aliens. In her eyes, the simplest explanation was usually the right one, which meant she probably just discovered a new species. But still, April couldn’t deny that this thing was just so…weird.  
 
    None of that really mattered now, though. For the time being April forgot where she was and how she got there. More importantly, she forgot why she was there in the first place. All that mattered was that she found a creature that liked her and seemed determined to make her laugh, rolling around on the ground with an abundance of goofy playfulness.  
 
    The smile on April’s face never left as long as the creature was with her. In fact, the smile remained as the creature eventually scooted off down the hill some time later and slipped back into the water. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    April wasn’t quite sure what to do about her new friend. She found the experience strange and bizarre yet oddly exciting. What if she really did discover a whole new species? And not just that. She bonded with it, too. 
 
    A whole swarm of questions bombarded her mind as she trekked back through the woods, barely concerned that she was headed in the right direction. Were there any more of those things in the lake? Was the one she saw fully grown or just a baby? If it was a new species, could she name it? 
 
    But in order to do that she actually had to tell someone first. But who? She couldn’t tell Mark. As much as she loved her brother, his first instinct would probably be to hunt and kill the thing. If it were a scientific discovery then calling a scientist made sense, but how does one even go about doing that? It wasn’t like there was a science hotline she could dial. Maybe there was a university or some kind of research center she could reach out to, but then what? They would just try to capture it, too. Lock it away in a cage somewhere, poking and prodding the poor guy until it keeled over and died. All so they could cut it open and see if it was as strange on the inside as it was on the outside. 
 
    April knew she always had the option of confiding in her uncle, but after last night… 
 
    She was too frightened to even finish that thought. 
 
    April emerged from the woods into her uncle’s backyard about the same time she decided to keep the secret to herself. No one was out on the water yet, but the sun had completely risen over the treetops, shining amidst a clear blue sky. The remnants of mist that were still floating through the air when she left the house were now gone, leaving April a clear path across the grass and up the walkway to the guesthouse. 
 
    She was surprised to find Mark awake and eating breakfast. He greeted her, but that was about it. If he was curious as to where she went so early in the morning then he didn’t show it.  
 
    April wondered if it was even worth telling her brother what happened last night. In order to do that, though, first she had to think about it. She was having trouble even acknowledging it happened and spent the night trying to think of anything else. Her new friend in the woods helped distract her from the horror, but now that was over. It was time for April to figure out how to handle the repercussions. 
 
    She briefly weighed the pros and cons that came with telling Mark the truth. Her brother was already having so much fun at the lake. He thought the world of Henry and April didn’t want to be the one to ruin that. Plus, it might’ve been the one and only time Henry would even try such a thing. Was it really worth ruining their summer over one stupid night? 
 
    In the end though, April asked herself one question that made up her mind: if it happened to Mark, would she want to know about it? The answer was a resounding yes. Protecting her brother was the most important thing in the world, and April would want to know if someone, anyone, wronged him. For all their bickering, she knew Mark felt the same way about her. So keeping a secret like this from him would be betraying that bond. He deserved to know the truth, and April sat down at the breakfast table to tell him. 
 
    “Mark,” she said, gravely. “There’s something you should know.” 
 
    Mark’s eyes eagerly shot open. “Oh, that reminds me.” 
 
    Before April had a chance to react, Mark wiped the stream of milk dribbling down his chin, pushed the bowl of cereal aside, and leapt from his seat, zooming back into the living room. When he returned, a box with a cheap plastic chess set rested in his arms. 
 
    “Wanna play?” he asked with a daringly raised eyebrow. 
 
    He looked so excited that it pained April to shake her head with a regretful frown. “Not right now. I have to tell you something.” 
 
    Undeterred by her response, Mark sat back in his seat and took the lid off the box. “Uh-uh. You want to talk then you’ll have to play me.” 
 
    In less than a second, Mark turned the box upside down, dumping the board and pieces across the table.  
 
    April knew this was no time for games. The two of them had to have a serious discussion, but fighting her brother was pointless. Once he got an idea in his head there was no talking him out of it. He already had the board flat on the table and was standing his pawns in a row. The only way for April to get his attention was to just come out and say what Henry did to her. 
 
    She opened her mouth to speak but choked on the words when Henry’s voice interrupted. “April, can I talk to you for a second?” 
 
    April fought the urge to face her uncle standing in the sliding glass door beside the table. Her pulsing heart sunk deeper into her chest as the moment froze in time. She could sense him lurking there, staring at her, waiting for an answer. 
 
    Luckily, Mark piped up in her place. “Aww, c’mon, Uncle Henry. We were just about to start a game and—” 
 
    April stood from the table, waving a hand over the chessboard. “It’s okay, Mark. Just set everything up. We’ll play in a second.” 
 
    “Fine,” Mark huffed disappointedly. “But I’m not making any promises I won’t cheat when you get back.” 
 
    When April finally turned towards the door all she saw was her uncle’s back as he walked around the outside of the house to wait for her. She followed him out, but her mind was elsewhere. She imagined herself at home in the city, lying in bed, texting with one of her friends. Not here. And certainly not about to talk to the last person in the world she wanted to see. 
 
    What did Henry want? Was he going to apologize? Did he want to smooth things over? Cover his tracks? April had no idea. All she knew was that she couldn’t ignore him and had no choice but to confront her fear head on. 
 
    As she stepped outside and turned the corner she found her uncle standing in a weak power pose with a merciful smile under that stupid bucket hat. April stared him down, blank and emotionless. Last time, he took advantage of her vulnerability, slipping into her room like a snake. She was determined to never show weakness again. 
 
    April thought it wise not to make the first move, to wait and see how best to approach the conversation, so she remained silent, waiting until Henry clasped his hands together to begin. “So about last night...” 
 
    He paused, bearing his teeth in a wide, awkward smile. April’s eyebrows rose, anticipating her uncle’s next words. Would they be remorseful? Embarrassed? Dodgy? 
 
    Henry held the expression a moment longer, leaving April in momentary suspense before spitting out the sentence in a single breath. “I think it’s a good idea if we keep it as our little secret, don’t you think?” 
 
    April shook her head, her teeth and nose flaring into a sneer. She wasn’t surprised by his reaction. Mainly because she didn’t know what to expect. But her uncle’s shameless request cleared her head. Where there was confusion before, now there was only rage. “You should have never—” 
 
    “Think about Mark,” Henry interrupted, calmly. 
 
    For the second time, Henry caught April off guard by bringing up her brother. He then looked to the small window beside them, which had a clear shot of Mark sitting at the kitchen table with his back to them. 
 
    “You’re a very smart girl, April,” Henry said as she watched her brother dutifully setting up the chess pieces. “If someone were to find out about our secret then bad things could happen to him.” 
 
    Henry’s voice was soft and caring, but the meaning behind his words were as clear as day. April understood the threat perfectly, but that didn’t stop her uncle from spelling it out for her. “They’d take you and your brother away from me. And with your parents unreachable out of the country, who knows where you two would wind up. I wouldn’t worry about you, but Mark…” 
 
    Henry trailed off, only resuming his thought once April took her focus off the window and returned it to him. “They’d send you back to the city and put you in separate homes. It could be weeks, months even, before you’re back together. Imagine what could happen to him during that time. He’d be scared and alone, instead of laughing and having fun on the water. The lake is where he belongs this summer, and I would hate to see you do anything that would crush his little heart.” 
 
    Weighing her options, April’s piercing scowl slowly returned to her face. From the moment she saw him, there was something about her uncle that didn’t sit right with her. But after several days of kindness, April brushed aside her feelings about him, wrote it off as quirky weirdness. Now she realized the truth. Her uncle always was a creepy sleazebag. There was no doubt about it. 
 
    That didn’t mean he was wrong, though. Mark would never keep this secret to himself. He would desperately want to tell someone to protect his sister’s honor. But that meant throwing their summer into an uncertain future, filled with group homes and social workers. In order to avoid that fate, April really did have to keep the horror of that night to herself, at least for the time being. And it would be well worth it if it meant protecting her brother’s happiness by keeping him in the dark. 
 
    Staying this course meant there wasn’t anything April could do about the past, but she put a firm finger in her uncle’s face, determined to control her future. “You don’t touch me again. Understand?” 
 
    April’s stern warning had no effect on Henry, who smiled and nodded, satisfied by her response. “Good girl.” 
 
    They continued to stare each other down. April with fierce intensity. Henry with obnoxious pleasantness.  
 
    “Oh,” Henry exclaimed suddenly, giddily holding up a finger as if a thought just popped into his head. “I almost forgot. I bought you something.” 
 
    April was sickened by the way her uncle so casually changed gears. He brushed off her feelings as nothing, his mind already elsewhere as he picked up a giant surfboard that leaned against the house. “I was so hurt when you told Sheriff Thompson I didn’t have a boat that I wanted to find a way for you to enjoy the water.” 
 
    He held the board out for her to take, but April scanned it instead, confused by the gesture. 
 
    “Hard for me to surf on a lake with no waves,” she chided.  
 
    Henry chuckled while struggling to maneuver the giant board in his small hands. “No, silly. This is way too big to be a surfboard.” 
 
    April crossed her arms, still suspicious of the gift. “Then what is it?” 
 
    “It’s a paddleboard,” Henry replied as if the answer were obvious. 
 
    “Paddleboard?” April repeated. 
 
    Henry looked the board up and down again, proud of his purchase. “Yeah. There are a bunch of people out on the lake that have them.” 
 
    “You lie down on it?” April sighed, annoyed that she was even bothering to show an interest. 
 
    Henry nodded. “You can. A lot of people stand up, though. Or you could kneel. Whatever you want. I left the paddle down by the dock for you. Give it a try whenever you want.” 
 
    April eyed the board one more time, her glare burning a hole through its hull. It was pathetic, she thought. A pitiful bribe for an unspeakable betrayal. The fact that Henry even considered this acceptable made her want to rip the stupid board from his arms and beat him over the head with it.  
 
    Or she would…if the thought of actually getting out on the lake didn’t appeal to her so much. The board, however unlikely it was, served as a reminder of the creature she met and provided an opportunity to encounter it again.  
 
    Swallowing her pride, April clenched her teeth as she reached out and took the gift from her uncle, careful not to brush against his hand as she did. “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, April,” he replied, letting go of the board with a gratified grin. “Anything to see you smile.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    April spent the rest of the day doing two things: avoiding her uncle and debating whether or not she condoned what he did to her by accepting his gift. 
 
    The first task was easy. April never left the guesthouse and Henry steered clear after his morning visit. She figured he already got what he wanted. There was no point in him pressing his luck by aggravating her any further. 
 
    The second part of April’s agenda was a bit trickier. She tortured herself wondering what her uncle must be thinking right now, sitting in his fancy house all by himself, feeling triumphant about what he did. By contrast, April felt dirty about taking the board from him, but it was a means to an end, she told herself. A way for her to escape the hell he trapped her in. 
 
    April couldn’t tell if her brother knew for sure that something was going on with her. She did her best to hide it, but siblings were terrible at keeping things from one another. April knew when something was wrong with Mark, just as he probably knew when something was wrong with her. He never asked her about it directly, but April had a feeling he was suspicious. Mainly because he was so dead set on spending the day with her. 
 
    The guesthouse was stocked with just about every classic board game April could think of, and they went through them all. Monopoly. Battleship. Even Operation. At home in the city, April wouldn’t be caught dead spending all day with her little brother. Now she welcomed their time together as a much needed distraction. 
 
    The distraction ended, though, when it came time for bed and April returned to the bedroom she was so eager to get away from. As she ascended the stairs after dinner, April made the conscious decision to push what happened in that room from her mind. She was determined not to let her uncle and his own despicable actions control her. That meant taking back the personal space she lost. 
 
    April stormed into the room and immediately ripped the sheets from the bed. After bringing them downstairs, April tossed them into a dark corner behind the washing machine, hoping they would stay there until the end of time. She put fresh sheets on, brushed her teeth, and climbed in bed.  
 
    The first couple of minutes were difficult as April tried hard not to think about her uncle. In order to keep him from her thoughts, she focused on the creature in the woods. She’d become enthralled by it, so much so that it was the last thing on her mind as she drifted into a slumber. It wasn’t the best sleep she ever had, but it was good enough considering she spent all of last night on the floor.  
 
    The next time April’s eyes opened it was to her phone’s alarm blaring on the nightstand. April set it to go off at the crack of dawn, eager to get out on the water and look for the creature’s home. 
 
    After throwing on a bathing suit, April tore out of the house, this time never bothering to make sure Mark stayed asleep. Only a couple of rays of sunshine stretched out over the trees, sprinkling the valley with a thin veil of light. April sprinted down the walkway, across the grass, and over to the dock, where the paddleboard and paddle were already waiting for her. 
 
    Even after spending several hours yesterday researching videos online, April still had no idea what she was doing, but what she lacked in experience she made up for in enthusiasm. Confidence, as well, however misplaced she knew it was. 
 
    April dropped the board in the water at the edge of the dock and cursed as it started floating away. She stretched out with the paddle, just barely able to press the tip of it into the board before it was out of reach. She breathed a sigh of relief, pulled the board back to her, and said a short prayer before lowering her feet on top of it. 
 
    Holding onto the dock, April found the board surprisingly stable on the water. At least, until she let go and felt it wobble under her feet. April knew she wasn’t the most athletic girl around, but neither were the people in the videos. She was young and vibrant. Or, at the very least, naïve and stubborn. She wasn’t about to let this grandma of a sport get the best of her, so she carefully lowered the paddle into the water and pushed off with her eyes closed. 
 
    A light breeze wafted against her face, which was a good sign her first attempt was a success. It wasn’t much, but it was still better than being soaking wet. April opened her eyes and saw the water flowing behind her. She was moving forward. Drifting was probably more accurate, but still, it was progress.  
 
    April then lowered the other end of the paddle and pushed off again. Then the opposite side. And the opposite side after that. Alternating back and forth in a smooth yet steady rhythm until she found herself out in the middle of the lake. 
 
    The air was cool. The water was peaceful. And other than a few canoes and other paddleboards on the far side of the lake, April felt completely alone. So much so that she completely forgot about trying to find the creature. She paddled out further and further, determined to reach the opposite shore. 
 
    As she drew closer, a peculiar rock formation in the water caught April’s eye. There were several large boulders, distinct in their own right but seemingly connected to form a disfigured island in the water. The collective series of rocks wasn’t in the dead center of the lake but a few hundred feet off shore. Far enough for a boat, or a paddleboard, to easily circle around it.  
 
    With her arms stuck in a mindless loop of rowing, April went around the rocks three or four times before she noticed an odd disturbance in the water beside her. Random bubbles percolated on the surface, and April leaned slightly over the edge of the board, trying to peer into the water’s dark depths. The bubbles suddenly stopped and April saw nothing except a twinkle of glistening morning light. She stayed there for a second, waiting to see if they returned.  
 
    They didn’t, and April was about ready to resume paddling when a large splash on the other side of the board startled her. April dropped to her knees to keep her balance and was surprised to come face to face with the creature’s glowing blue cross of an eye floating in the water. 
 
    “Hey,” she exclaimed happily. “It’s you.” 
 
    The creature flapped its tentacles under the surface as it treaded water in place. 
 
    “You are the only one, right?” April asked, studying the creature’s familiar features. “There aren’t more of you out there?” 
 
    Its upside-down mouth twisted into the expression from the other day, what April determined to be a smile. 
 
    April smiled, too, satisfied with the creature’s response. “Didn’t think so.” 
 
    The creature then started swimming away and April stood up, concerned that it was leaving her. “Where are you going?”  
 
    As it reached the end of the board, the creature hooked around and continued swimming down the other side. It then hooked around the board again to go around for another lap. If April didn’t know any better, she would’ve thought the creature was showing off in an attempt to impress her, which it was. The creature quickly picked up speed until it cut through the water like a torpedo, zooming in circles around the paddleboard. 
 
    “Wow,” April uttered, her head spinning around slowly so her wide eyes could track the creature. “You’re even faster in the water than you are on land. How do you move that quick anyway with your body being so—” 
 
    The creature abruptly pivoted towards April at full speed and used its momentum to propel itself up and out of the water. Leaping through the air, the creature’s tentacles slapped the board as it stuck a perfect landing, digging its claws into the rubber mat at April’s feet.  
 
    “Whoa,” April fretted, bending her knees to balance as the board rocked back and forth. “Easy there, fella. I still don’t quite have the hang of this thing yet.” 
 
    As the board settled in the water, April looked to the creature, which sat patiently in front of her, beaming with that twisted glare of a smile.  
 
    “What do I call you, anyway?” April asked it. 
 
    The creature tilted its head sideways as if it didn’t understand the question. To be fair, April didn’t fully understand it herself.  
 
    “Aren’t I supposed to give you a Latin sounding title or something?” she wondered out loud.  
 
    Science wasn’t her best subject, and the thought of trying to classify something on her own made her head spin. Where would she even begin? The creature kind of looked like a reptile. Then again, maybe amphibian was more appropriate. But six legs? Two of them tentacles. And that face. A glowing cross for an eye and a mouth on its forehead. April stared at the smirking creature and drew a blank. 
 
    “How about just a normal name for now?” she finally settled on. “But that leaves me with an even bigger problem. I don’t know if you’re a boy or a girl.” 
 
    As if on cue, the creature scooted up on the board closer to April’s legs. It stopped at her feet and looked up at her, practically begging with its slimy tongue hanging out of its mouth, draped along the side of its face. The expression looked goofy and desperate to please. It oddly reminded April of several boyfriends she had and provided her with an answer to her question. 
 
    “Fine,” she concluded confidently. “I’ll go with boy.” 
 
    April then thought of names that the creature could associate with. Maybe something having to do with water. Like Neptune or Hydro. Too dramatic, she thought, and focused on something more conventional for a pet. Such as Spot or Rover. But those were boring. April needed a regular name that had meaning. Maybe she could name him after the lake. Oscawana sounded weird, though. Like a Native American chief. Yet it brought April to something better suited for her needs. 
 
    “Does…Oscar work?” April asked the creature. 
 
    Lifting his tentacles, the creature happily reared up on his two back legs, giving April the answer she needed. “Oscar it is then.” 
 
    Oscar flopped back down on the board, never taking his unique eye off of April. Although strange, his gaze was focused and sharp, allowing April to believe there was more to Oscar than meets the eye. “You really understand me, don’t you?” 
 
    He responded by lying down on the board, comfortably and at ease. April smiled as she bent down over him, rubbing his scaly backside. “So Oscar, would you like to be my friend for the summer?” 
 
    Oscar didn’t move. He closed his eye and nestled further into April’s gentle massage. 
 
    “And my only friend, too, by the way things are looking,” she mused. 
 
    The smooth lake drifted the board slowly past the rocks, but neither April nor Oscar seemed to mind. They stayed in the same position for several minutes, until a faint buzz in the distance caught Oscar’s attention. His head perked up and scanned the lake. April followed suit and spotted a boat, the only boat on the water, headed straight towards them. Before April had a chance to react, Oscar dove back into the water and disappeared into the darkness of the lake. 
 
    April turned her attention back to the boat, which slowed down well before it reached her. The loud roar of the motor settled into a steady hum, and the boat’s wake dissipated, returning the water to the smooth surface it once was. Still a good distance away, April couldn’t see who was driving, but it all became clear when the boat turned and the word “SHERIFF” along the side of the hull came into view. 
 
    April waited several more seconds for the boat to drift close enough for her to recognize Sheriff Thompson behind the wheel. He wore his full uniform, hat, sunglasses, and all, and greeted her with a warm smile. “Good morning, April.” 
 
    “Hey, Sheriff,” April replied, shouting loudly enough for her voice to carry. “I'm surprised to see you out here. The lake’s not exactly busy.” 
 
    Embarrassed, Sheriff Thompson grimaced while averting his gaze. “I have a confession to make.” 
 
    Curiously confused, April watched the Sheriff grapple over the best way to phrase his words. 
 
    “Your uncle called,” he eventually confessed, shooting a quick glance back in April’s direction. “He wanted me to check on you.” 
 
    April’s shoulders slumped at the news. She didn’t know what kind of game Henry was playing, but tapping the Sheriff to more or less spy on her was definitely a passive aggressive threat. It let April know that her uncle had a close relationship with the very people she was supposed to trust, just in case she ever decided to let the authorities in on their secret. 
 
    Annoyed by the situation, April looked away from the Sheriff and started paddling. “I’m doing fine. Thanks.” 
 
    “You sure?” he asked, concerned. “Those boards might seem easy but I’ve seen people—” 
 
    “I got it!” April barked at him. 
 
    She regretted the outburst as soon as she said it. It wasn’t Sheriff Thompson’s fault her uncle was using him as part of a power play. The fact that she yelled at him meant she let Henry get under her skin. 
 
    “Sorry,” she apologized with her head lowered. “Didn’t mean to snap. I just...” 
 
    April pushed off to paddle again, this time towards the Sheriff’s boat. “I’m used to taking care of myself. That’s all.” 
 
    She came up beside the boat and grabbed onto the Sheriff’s hand, who looked down at her with a sympathetic frown. “I understand. Just next time make sure you wear a life jacket, okay? Wouldn’t want you slipping and hitting your head on Goose Rock.” 
 
    “That’s what they call it?” April asked, looking over her shoulder at the rock formation. 
 
    Sheriff Thompson smiled and shrugged. “Don’t ask me why. Local tradition, I guess.” 
 
    April was already laughing when she turned back to face the Sheriff. “At least it’s easier to say than Oscawana.” 
 
    Sheriff Thompson allowed himself a quick chuckle before stifling it to reform his stern demeanor of authority. “Life jacket. Please. It’s the rules. Plus, it’ll make me and your uncle feel better.” 
 
    April couldn’t give a damn how her uncle felt, but she buried that anger deep within to keep smiling. “Sure thing, Sheriff.” 
 
    She pushed off the boat, and Sheriff Thompson bid her farewell with the tip of his hat as she drifted away. “Have fun, April.” 
 
    He then slowly pressed down on the throttle, gradually revving the motor until the boat skimmed across the surface at full speed back the way it came.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Without even realizing it, April fell into an actual routine over the next couple of days. She woke up every morning along with the sun and wasted no time running down to the docks. After throwing on the life jacket Sheriff Thompson was so insistent on her getting, April put the paddleboard in the water, paddled out to Goose Rock, and spent the next couple of hours drifting around with Oscar by her side.  
 
    She was always amazed by the amount of energy the little creature was able to muster every single time she visited. He never became bored with her either, maintaining the same level of enthusiasm when she arrived than when they had to eventually part ways. 
 
    Usually that was when others started heading out onto the lake after breakfast. Kayaks. Boats. Even more paddleboarders. April never instructed Oscar to leave, but he instinctually dove back into the water whenever they came close enough to see him. April wondered why Oscar was so afraid of them. Maybe a human abused him at some point and now he wanted nothing more than to be left alone. To isolate himself in the middle of a great big lake with the only person he could trust. 
 
    April could relate. It felt as if that was what she was doing now. When she wasn’t on the water, April moped around the guesthouse, waiting for the next opportunity to get back out there. She stopped texting with her friends back in the city and barely spoke to her brother. But it all seemed worth it to April, who hadn’t seen her uncle in days.  
 
    Her focus was solely on Oscar and the shifts in her morning routine. Everything was fine at first. He swam around her board, dove under it, jumped over it, even rolled around on it at her feet. But each time out, April noticed there was less and less space for Oscar to maneuver next to her, almost as if the already small area on the board was getting crowded.  
 
    The board obviously wasn’t getting smaller. Which meant Oscar had to be getting bigger. A fact that became apparent to April when his body started changing as well. She slowly noticed several of his scales started protruding upward. It wasn’t anything drastic at first, but they started perking up more and more until there was a cascading ring of spikes running down his back. 
 
    Oscar loved being petted, but April started to do so hesitantly, concerned that she might poke herself. The spikes weren’t very sharp, but they could’ve been dangerous. Poisonous, even. The thought of Oscar suddenly jumping into April’s arms and digging those things into her chest constantly ran through her mind.  
 
    Luckily, the protrusions only had a point to them for a few days. They continued to grow, eventually forming more into fins rather than spikes. But April had been so focused on Oscar’s changing shape that she barely paid attention to his growing size. By the time the fins were fully developed, it was impossible for Oscar to stand on the paddleboard anymore. Even the slightest movement from him caused the whole thing to tip over, flinging April into the water. 
 
    After the third attempt and failure to get Oscar on the board, April reluctantly gave up and headed in for the day. She said goodbye to Oscar and paddled away from him. It was the first time they cut their morning together short, and April looked over her shoulder to see him floating in the water. Only the top part of his eye was visible, which faded back and forth between a dark blue and a reddish purple. April didn’t need to be a scientist to realize he was sad. 
 
    For the rest of the day, April toiled over a way to get back out on the lake with Oscar. She researched paddleboards to see if they came in a bigger size, which they did, but none that she could control by herself. She considered maybe getting a totally separate board just for Oscar, but then how would she get it out into the middle of the lake? She looked into inflatable tubes, floating chairs, even renting a boat. Nothing was a feasible option. 
 
    April went to bed that night more bummed than she’d been in a while. Seeing Oscar, a secret for her to enjoy that no one, not even Mark, was aware of, had almost become a drug for her. She needed that time together. It was the only thing keeping her sane these days. The thought that she might not be able to see him safely filled her with anxiety. 
 
    Yet April still woke up at the same time like clockwork. Following her routine, she put on her bathing suit, left the guesthouse, and breathed in the crisp morning air as she headed down the path to the dock. Only difference this time was she passed her paddleboard by like it wasn’t even there. 
 
    Instead, April walked down to the end of the dock and stood with her toes curled over the edge. She looked out over the lake, which today had a fine ripple that gave off a wavy reflection. In a very short time, April went from dismissing the lake to admiring its clarity, especially when it was empty. The calm, peaceful tranquility cleared her mind and sharpened her thoughts. It allowed April to realize what was important to her. Not some stupid paddleboard that gave Oscar a platform to play. It was Oscar itself. Just him. He was what mattered. And as long as she had that, everything was going to be okay. 
 
    April locked in on that thought and held it in her mind as she wound her arms back and then threw them forward, propelling herself off of the dock into a dive. Soaring through the air, April’s arms came together at the front of her head. Her hands, positioned straight out like a dart, carved the water as they pierced through it. 
 
    April was momentarily submerged, her body gliding just under the surface before coming up for air. She took a deep breath as her arms seamlessly transitioned into a crawl. April wasn’t an excellent swimmer, but she had enough confidence to get herself across the lake. Getting back would be another story, but she chose not to dwell on it. Finding Oscar was the only thing on her mind. 
 
    With determination driving her forward, April kicked her legs while continuing to swim. Her arms alternated in a strong, fluid movement as they rose into the air before cutting down into the water. Left. Right. Left. Right. Each stroke just as forceful as the last.  
 
    She didn’t have to worry about boats or other swimmers. There was never anyone out on the water this early. It was why she chose this time to hang out with Oscar in the first place. So April kept her eyes closed as she swam, trying to stay on as straight a line as possible. 
 
    She held onto the same pace for as long as she could. Until her arms burned and her legs started to cramp. April still didn’t quit, though. She fought through the pain as every breath felt like a gasp for life. She swore it had to have been at least ten minutes since she left the dock. Long enough for her to stop for a well earned break and check her progress. 
 
    But when April opened her eyes, she grunted when she saw she was barely halfway across the lake. Certainly nowhere near Goose Rock, which was where she planned to find Oscar waiting for her. 
 
    Treading water in place, April hoped to regain some strength, but she found staying afloat was just as taxing as moving forward. She quickly regretted not putting on her life jacket and started having second thoughts that she could make it across the lake at all. 
 
    Tired and weak, her kicking feet began slowing down, and April found her head sinking lower into the water. Her mind falling into a panic, April started weighing her options. Maybe it was time to head back, but could she even make it? Maybe there was a house that was closer or she could float around on her back long enough for someone to find her. 
 
    With the lake now up to April’s chin, water began seeping into her mouth with every breath. This was it, she thought. It was time to make a decision.  
 
    Before she could, though, the rough texture of Oscar’s scales brushed against her toes. He then rose higher, pushing into her legs until April was firmly straddling his back.  
 
    Finally able to relax, every muscle in April’s body instantly felt relief. Spent beyond her limits, April collapsed forward onto the ring of fins along Oscar’s back. For a moment, Oscar didn’t move at all. He just stayed floating in place, allowing April the time she needed to recuperate. 
 
    When she was ready, April gave Oscar a hug and thanked him for the save. Only her arms couldn’t wrap around his body. Not completely. Not like before.  
 
    It was only then that April realized she was actually riding him, which seemed strange given the fact that he was barely up to her knees the first time they met. 
 
    Had he really gotten so big so fast? Was that kind of growth even possible? 
 
    Before April had a chance to ponder her question, Oscar wiggled his body to swim forward. Unsure of the slippery grip her thighs had around his slimy scales, April stayed low against his back, hanging on for dear life.  
 
    It wasn’t that Oscar swam fast. It was that his movements seemed strange and unnatural. His body gyrated up and down in a bizarre swimming motion, completely different than what April was used to.  
 
    But she eventually got the hang of it and flowed in tune with Oscar’s rhythm. He must’ve sensed she was comfortable, too, as he started to pick up speed, gradually skimming along the surface faster and faster until April could’ve sworn she was on a boat. 
 
    She knew how weird it must’ve looked if someone happened to peek out the window and saw her zipping and zooming around the lake, but April didn’t care. She was having too much fun. So much that she released her legs from around Oscar’s body and allowed them to trail behind her in the water.  
 
    With a firm grip around the newly formed fins on Oscar’s back, April held on tight as Oscar dipped under the surface. Not too deep that her ears hurt. But just deep enough for April to feel the rush of gliding through the water. Oscar rolled around, twirling April in circles before leaping up into the air and then diving back down. 
 
    When it was all over, April found the experience thrilling, if also somewhat nauseating. She definitely had a good time, though wasn’t quite sure she could handle going that fast again. One thing was undisputable, though. Being pulled around the lake by Oscar was way better than riding a paddleboard. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    After Oscar took her for a wild ride around the lake, April decided the paddleboard just wasn’t cutting it anymore. The next morning, instead of dropping the paddleboard in the water, she went to the edge of the dock and jumped in. She swam out to the middle of the lake, which this time was considerably easier given that she put the life jacket on beforehand. 
 
    April only made it halfway to Goose Rock before Oscar swept in under her and took off down the lake. April never considered herself much of a water rat. It was hard enough finding pools in the city, let alone ones she wanted to go to all the time, but in the days that followed, April found herself jumping into the lake more and more. Even on the weekend, when there was zero chance of Oscar navigating the traffic jam of boats to join her. 
 
    April felt her swimming improve. Each time out she could go longer without getting tired. It was fun riding Oscar, having him whisk her around the lake on his back. April really enjoyed just swimming with him, too, letting him go crazy around her while she practiced her strokes in the middle of the lake. He would literally swim circles around her, under her, over her, with way more energy than was needed. 
 
    It was a fun time April always looked forward to. Until one day she went out and Oscar didn’t come. 
 
    At first, April thought she just had to swim out further and eventually he would join her. Maybe he was sleeping or just hadn’t seen her yet. But when April made it all the way out to Goose Rock and Oscar still hadn’t shown, she started to get nervous.   
 
    She immediately headed back to the dock, worrying the whole way there. Her arms and legs burned with every stroke and kick, even worse than the first time she swam out into the water without a life vest. April didn’t care. She pushed harder, desperate to get back and figure out what happened. 
 
    As soon as she pulled herself up the metal stepladder and onto the dock, April bolted to the grass, ready to search for her missing friend. There was just one problem. Where should she begin? 
 
    April never had this issue before. Oscar was always right there waiting for her every time she went out. She never had to look for him. Ever. In fact, besides the lake, there was only one other place she ever saw him, and that was the woods beside the house the first time they met. 
 
    Without a better plan in mind, April headed towards the property line, dripping water across the grass along the way. She entered the woods without a second thought, much like she did on the morning she first encountered Oscar. Except this time she wasn’t a frantic mess, running aimlessly just to escape her own head. She was walking, every step measured and controlled as she looked ahead for movement between the dense trees. 
 
    “Oscar,” she called out loudly, stretching out his name so that it carried through the air. “Oscar, you around?” 
 
    It pained April to think about what could’ve happened to him. He could be hurt, captured, or…April struggled to consider it…dead. There was also the strong possibility that Oscar just took off and ran away. April assumed the lake to be his home, but she really had no evidence to back that up. This was just the only place she’d ever known him to be in the short time they’d been together.  
 
    It was perfectly plausible that he was only visiting and went back to where he came from. But would he really leave without a final visit or even saying goodbye? April knew it was a strange thing to have hurt feelings over, but she couldn’t help it. She thought they had a connection. 
 
    “I hope you’re not mad at me, buddy,” she said, again projecting her voice. “Don't know why you would be, but who knows what goes on in that crazy looking head of yours.” 
 
    As April continued to wander through the woods, a single word she said caught her attention: crazy. Because that’s what this was, she realized. Crazy. She was walking barefoot through a forest, calling out to some bizarre creature she met in the wild. A creature she’d been swimming with every morning as if they were best friends. A creature with one eye, a spiral set of teeth, and two tentacles. Maybe crazy wasn’t even strong enough. Perhaps insane was more appropriate. 
 
    There was always the chance that Oscar wasn’t real. That she’d imagined the whole thing. Some sort of post-traumatic reaction to avoiding her uncle. After all, what made more sense? That she discovered a new, rapidly growing species in upstate New York, or that her mind was fractured and broken after being abused by someone she trusted. 
 
    Although she was still moving forward, April slowed down her search, which allowed the doubt to take hold. “You’re probably not even out here, anyway. I’m just drifting through the woods, talking to myself, wondering how the hell did I ever...” 
 
    April’s train of thought drifted off as a mix of squishy, crunchy noises caught her attention. She rounded a tree in the sound’s direction and found Oscar not fifteen feet in front of her. She didn’t call out to him, though. He looked busy, hunched over something unseen, and the image of what he might be doing put a knot of dread in April’s stomach. 
 
    Her body instinctually backed away, but Oscar instantly heard the ruffling of grass and brush beneath April’s feet. His head popped up, shifted from side to side several times, and then spun around to face April, who gasped at the sight of him. A cascading falls of blood seeped from his mouth, coating his face while flowing around his cross-shaped eye. His mouth was open, twisted and smiling, but also revealing a huge, shredded chunk of raw meat stuck in the spiral of his teeth.  
 
    Looking to his feet, April saw what Oscar had been eating. It was a small, mutilated corpse covered in torn bits of reddish-brown fur. April thought she recognized a paw, maybe an ear that could’ve belonged to a wild fox or coyote. It was hard to tell. April wasn’t exactly an animal expert and the body had been disfigured beyond recognition.   
 
    Now that Oscar was out of the water, April could see just how big he’d gotten. When she first met the creature, he was just a little pudgy thing. Short, fat, and rotund. Now he looked a bit fuller with firm definition in his slim legs and tentacles. He wasn’t quite as tall as she was but definitely wider and longer. Not to mention thicker. And definitely more than twice her weight. Way larger than any dog she could describe.  
 
    The spikes along his ribs had changed, as well. They grew longer but never expanded into fins like those higher up on his back. The tiny spikes protruded out like fingers, a truly bizarre feature on a body that was already full of them. 
 
    Taking the sight in left April in a state of shock. Something Oscar was oblivious to as he started bounding towards her, happily allowing his tongue to flap around out of his mouth. 
 
     “St—stay back a second,” April stammered, holding her hand out to halt the creature’s approach. “Just…let me catch my breath, okay?” 
 
    Oscar obliged by stopping a few feet from April’s hand. He casually sat down and stared up at her with the same cheerful expression April had come to love. Only this time the blood sopping across it put her on edge. 
 
    “Nice, Oscar,” she said, cautiously reaching out to him. “Easy, boy.” 
 
    He extended his head, ready for her to pet it. But April reached past his neck to examine the spikes on his side. They were sharp, she noticed. Much sharper than his fins. Almost like tiny versions of the claws on his feet. Talons was the best word she could use to describe them. 
 
    As she brushed her fingers across them, Oscar closed his eye and nuzzled against her hand. It wasn’t her intention to scratch him, but the fact that Oscar enjoyed it nonetheless made April smile. 
 
    “Oh, Oscar,” she sighed while staring into his placid, blood-soaked face. “What am I ever going to do with you?” 
 
    While watching the creature enjoy himself, April contemplated what came next. She always had an inkling he was dangerous. How could he not be with teeth and claws like that? But he was always so sweet and kind to her. There didn’t seem to be a violent bone in his body. April wasn’t feeding him, though, and knew he had to get food from somewhere. What did she expect? The real problem was could she continue to see him knowing what he was capable of? 
 
    Refusing to answer her own question, April continued scratching the talons for about a minute when a voice echoed through the forest. “April!” 
 
    Opening his eye, Oscar’s head shot up as he listened in for a follow up. 
 
    “April!” the familiar voice repeated. 
 
    “It’s all right,” April said, petting Oscar’s back to calm him down. “It’s just Mark. My brother.” 
 
    Oscar turned to her and tilted his head, confused by her remark. 
 
    “I have to go to him,” she explained. “Just stay here. Can you do that?” 
 
    He relaxed his tense body into a sitting position, a sign that he understood. Even with him covered in blood, April still couldn’t help but feel touched by the creature’s obedience.  
 
    “I want to see you later, though,” she said. “I’ll come out to the rocks this afternoon. Promise me you’ll be there?” 
 
    Oscar’s body didn’t move. Only his eye blinked, as the wet blood still streaming around it dripped to the forest floor. It was kind of a sad, almost desperate sight that April struggled to look away from as she started back the way she came. “Just…be careful, Oscar.” 
 
    She then continued on while periodically glancing back over her shoulder. Oscar remained sitting in the same spot. He never moved as long as she was in sight. 
 
    When April emerged from the woods she found Mark patiently waiting for her on the grass. 
 
    “What were you doing in there?” he asked, curiously. 
 
    “I wanted to explore,” April stated flatly as she approached him. 
 
    Mark’s face scrunched. The answer only added to his confusion. “With no shoes on?” 
 
    April stopped in front of him and let out an annoyed sigh. “Is there something you wanted?” 
 
    “Uncle Henry wants to take us to Mr. O’s for lunch,” he replied. 
 
    April cringed on the inside. She’d done a decent job of avoiding her uncle over the past couple of days, but the thought of sitting in the car with him, acting like everything was normal, made her skin crawl. 
 
    Even though she was screaming in her head, April kept up the role of apathetic teenager by rolling her eyes. “Pass.” 
 
    “Come on,” Mark nagged. “They have ice cream there, too.” 
 
    April coldly waved off her brother’s appeal as she stepped to walk around him. “Not in the mood.” 
 
    Mark waited until April made it halfway across the grass before calling out to her. “I lied. Henry doesn’t want to take us.” 
 
    Surprised by Mark’s confession, April stopped in her tracks. The revelation could’ve meant a million different things, and not knowing the reason behind it irritated her to no end. 
 
    “What?” she asked while turning around, glaring at her brother with more scorn than she intended. 
 
    Nervous to reveal the truth, Mark fidgeted his hands against his stomach. “Well…he does. Or he will. It’s just…I asked him to take us. It’s me who wants to go.” 
 
    April apathetically shrugged her shoulders, as if she didn’t understand her brother’s point. “So go.” 
 
    “I want to go with you,” he said, his voice sincere and vulnerable. “We haven’t gone anywhere since the movie and Mr. O’s has really good wings.” 
 
    Now it all made sense. They’d been living in the same house together. Eating meals with one another. Even sharing in the occasional conversation. The two siblings interacted more this summer than they had all last year. And despite purposefully annoying her when the situation called for it, Mark actually liked spending time with his sister, no matter how often she beat him at Scrabble. 
 
    But lately, Oscar had been taking up a lot more of her attention. When April spent more and more time on the lake, that meant she spent less and less time with her brother. The bottom line was that Mark missed his sister, and it pained her that it was mostly her fault. 
 
    “Please,” he implored as he gawked at her with wide, puppy dog eyes. 
 
    April silently cursed at herself and had to muster the strength just to nod. “Let me change. I’ll be up there in a few minutes.” 
 
    Mark pumped his fist and took off up the walkway towards their uncle’s house. April watched him the whole way until he disappeared inside. She then said a little prayer for herself before sulking off towards the guesthouse, wondering how the day could get any worse. At least she had a couple of minutes to prepare before being stuck with her uncle in an enclosed space.  
 
    It was all for Mark, she told herself. All for Mark.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    The ride into town was surprisingly less painful than April thought it would be. She never once looked her uncle in the eye and he never once made an attempt to. Mark called shotgun to joyfully sit in the front seat. Little did he know that he was actually doing April a favor. 
 
    Henry and Mark carried on a conversation the whole way there. April purposefully had no idea what they were talking about. She stared silently out the window and was pleasantly surprised when they pulled into the parking lot without her needing to speak a single word. 
 
    Her and Mark hopped out of the car while Henry mentioned something about running an errand down the street. April was only vaguely paying attention. She would’ve preferred not to but thought it wasn’t a good idea to one hundred percent ignore her ride home. 
 
    April had never been to Mr. O’s before, but the place was pretty much how she expected it. The building, which sat in the middle of a parking lot with only four spaces, basically looked like someone attached a kitchen to a long hot dog stand and built four walls and a roof around it.  
 
    She followed Mark inside and was quite surprised by the space. There was no place to sit. Just a long counter where several servers took orders from a surprisingly large crowd of people. Scattered around the area were several hints of the fine treats Mr. O’s had to offer. A soft pretzel heater, cotton candy machine, and an ice cream freezer built right into the counter. For a more complete list, April looked up at the menu hanging from the ceiling that spanned the width of the building. It was broken up into sections and had just about every kind of food April could think of.  
 
    There were so many options that they actually drove her to inaction. She just couldn’t choose what to eat and stared blankly at the board like a perplexed zombie until her little brother pulled her attention back to reality. “What are you gonna get?” 
 
    April continued browsing the items on the menu but her eyes could no longer make out the words. “I don't know.” 
 
    “Well, I’m getting wings,” Mark proclaimed, proudly. “But they have everything. Gyros. Tacos. Burgers.” 
 
    He seemed like he was going to go on, but April spoke quickly to cut him off. “I see the menu, Mark.” 
 
    April’s interruption was a bit stronger than she intended, and Mark frowned, taken aback by his sister’s abrasiveness. The car ride must’ve shortened her fuse more than she thought. 
 
    “But thanks for the suggestions,” April said, softening her tone with a smile. 
 
    Analyzing her face, Mark waited a moment before smiling back at her. It was a subtle gesture but enough to let her know that he wasn’t hurt by her sharpness.  
 
    “Hurry up,” he nagged, quickly erasing the tender moment between them. “I gotta get in line.” 
 
    April looked back up at the menu but didn’t read any of it. “Just get me a salad.” 
 
    Mark’s shoulders slumped, annoyed that he had to ask a follow up. “What kind?”  
 
    April’s eyes scanned the menu until she found the salad section, but again, there were too many options to narrow it down. “I don’t know. Surprise me.” 
 
    Mark scoffed as he turned to walk away. “How could you be so boring?” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a compliment,” April said, smiling to his back. 
 
    Once Mark disappeared into the crowd, April backed up against the wall. Her eyes surveyed the crowd shuffling around the…deli? Café? Restaurant? She didn’t quite know how to categorize the place and its clientele wasn’t helping her. There were bikers eyeing spinning racks of hotdogs and yuppies ordering iced coffees. She spotted a grungy fisherman in a holey shirt four decades past its expiration date right next to a clean cut family of four that walked straight off the pages of a catalogue.  
 
    “You live on Oscawana, right?” asked a voice beside April, ending her people watching. 
 
    She turned to find a cute boy about her age. Maybe even a little older. He had a milkshake in his hand and wore a mesh basketball jersey that hung loose around his broad shoulders, exposing a pair of sweaty, muscular arms. 
 
    “I've seen you out on the lake,” he said with a smirk way more confident than it needed to be. “Swimming. Paddleboarding. You look good out there.” 
 
    The boy’s predacious stare told April all she needed to know about him, and it took only a split second for her to pass judgment. She’d dealt with his kind all her life. Children that felt entitled to everything they’ve ever had, including girls. As good looking as he was, April had no interest in dealing with him right now. 
 
    “Thanks,” she sighed, looking back over the crowd. 
 
    “The name’s Brad,” the boy declared proudly, as if his name was some kind of title. 
 
    April crossed her arms firmly over her chest. “I’m April.” 
 
    “Like the month?” Brad asked with boyish enthusiasm. 
 
    April turned her head slightly so he wouldn’t see her eyes roll. “Yeah. Exactly, like the month.” 
 
    Her gaze drifted around the restaurant. From a fly on the far window to a fat cook flipping burgers in the back. Anywhere and everywhere other than the determined boy staring intently at her profile.  
 
    “You new in town?” Brad asked. “I would’ve noticed you out on the water before.” 
 
    Again, April turned her head slightly, this time in the opposite direction, just enough for him to come into her periphery. “My brother and I are staying with my uncle for the summer.” 
 
    Brad giggled out of nowhere. “It wouldn’t happen to be that dorky dude with the guesthouse, would it? He lives a couple houses down from us.” 
 
    April bobbed her head as a nod. “As a matter of fact it is.” 
 
    “Oh, man,” Brad exclaimed, his light giggles turning into all out laughter. “That sucks. When he moved in a couple of months ago I could’ve sworn he was a serial killer.” 
 
    “I hope not,” April replied, trying not to react one way or another. 
 
    For all his faults, Brad had a decent judge of character. Uncle Henry wasn’t a serial killer. At least, not that April was aware of. But he definitely gave off enough bad vibes for a teenage meathead to pick up on 
 
    “So where you live normally?” Brad asked, changing the subject. 
 
    Short of leaving the building, April realized there was no way out of the conversation. She knew from experience that some boys only tried harder the more you pushed them away. So she took a deep breath and turned to finally give Brad her full attention. “We’re from the city.” 
 
    His face lit up with excitement. “City slickers, huh? Noice! What you think about our little corner of heaven?” 
 
    “It’s...” April let the word trail off as she thought of an answer, but only images of Oscar rolling around on her paddleboard came to mind. “Friendly.” 
 
    “More than you know,” Brad said with a wink before sucking hard on his milkshake’s straw. 
 
    April strained her cheek muscles, forcing them to smile. Silence was probably her best response, but she also knew that wouldn’t stop Brad from keeping the conversation going. “I'm from Jersey, but my family has had a place on Oscawana since like…forever! My friends and I come up here a couple of times a week to tear it up wakeboarding.” 
 
    “That was you guys?” April asked, recalling the few times she saw boarders out on the water. 
 
    Overly dramatic, Brad shot out his arms and tensed his body as he faked being alarmed. “Wait. Were you stalking us?” 
 
    Like before, April knew that keeping her mouth shut was the only logical choice. She remained silent, allowing Brad the chance to laugh at his own joke and continue loving the sound of his own voice. “We were actually gonna grab some grub for lunch and head on out for the day. You should join us.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s very nice of you but—” 
 
    Brad cut April off by playfully slapping her shoulder. “You’d love watching me out there. I learned this sick new trick. It’ll make your jaw drop.” 
 
    April smiled, politely. “Thanks. I think I’ll pass for today.” 
 
    “You sure? We have beer and...” 
 
    After discreetly looking around, Brad leaned in and brought his thumb and pointing finger up to his lips. He then sucked in a huge whiff of air as he smoked an invisible joint. April shook her head with the same polite smile. 
 
    “All right,” Brad acquiesced, shrugging his shoulders. “Stay home with the axe murderer if you want. But you don’t know what you’re missing.” 
 
    He broadened his shoulders as he turned to walk away. Oddly enough, the gesture reminded April of Oscar swimming around her, desperately trying to impress her. The image only lasted a split second but was enough for April to sense an opportunity from it. 
 
    “Actually…” She called out to Brad and waited for him to turn back around before continuing. “Now that I think about it, there is something you can do for me.” 
 
    Brad’s pretentious smirk returned. “Name it, baby.” 
 
    “You have a jet ski, right? I’ve seen one hanging around the wakeboard boat.” 
 
    His curiosity strangely piqued by the question, Brad furrowed his brow. “It’s Randy’s. Why? Wanna take that puppy for a ride?” 
 
    April softened her face as she smiled. It was the first one she flashed at Brad that was born from manipulation rather than disdain. “Think he’ll let me use it this afternoon?” 
 
    Brad lifted his chin, greedily sizing up the situation. “What’s in it for me?” 
 
    “The next time you want to take me out on your boat,” April said, batting her eyes, “maybe I’ll be more inclined to say yes.” 
 
    Brad nodded with a victorious grin. “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
    So blinded by his conquest, Brad failed to realize that April purposefully threw the word “maybe” into her offer. It was a loophole she planned on utilizing later. Although she was already done with him, April continued exchanging smiles with Brad for a bit longer, figuring it was the least she could do for eventually blowing him off in the future. However, the moment ended abruptly when Mark’s voice carried over to them from the other side of the crowd. 
 
    “No way!” he shouted. “I was here first, dude.” 
 
    April had never been so glad to hear her brother yell. 
 
    “I am NOT your dude,” a man’s voice responded. 
 
    The crowd parted just enough for April to see her brother at the front of the counter. He was turned around, though, staring straight up at a greying old man in a colorful Hawaiian shirt and strappy sandals. 
 
    “Great,” April bemoaned, sarcastically. “Barely been here five minutes and my brother is already arguing with someone.” 
 
    Brad watched the confrontation alongside her. “Then you better get him. Dutchman can be a real pain in the ass.” 
 
    The name sounded familiar to April and it took her a moment to figure out why. “Paul Dutchman? The guy with the seaplane?” 
 
    “Yup,” Brad confirmed with a single nod. 
 
    “Wonderful,” April sighed. 
 
    She stepped forward and wiggled her way through the crowd to approach her brother. 
 
    “Just leave me alone,” Mark groaned. 
 
    Dutchman rocked forward on his toes to lean over the top of April’s brother. “Not until you learn some manners, young man.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir,” April said, stepping between them just enough so that Mark was considered behind her. “This is my brother and—” 
 
    “You better be sorry,” Dutchman interrupted, his eyes fixated on Mark the whole time. “He’s rude, crass, and cut me in line.” 
 
    April didn’t look away from Dutchman either, yet she saw Mark’s finger, pointed firmly in Dutchman’s face, enter her field of vision as he chimed in. “First off, I did not cut anyone. And secondly, this jerk didn’t say anything until I started ordering.” 
 
    “Because you were going to take the last donut,” Dutchman bellowed. “A donut that should’ve belonged to me.” 
 
    April opened her shoulder in order to place a hand on her brother’s. “Mark, let it go.” 
 
    Mark didn’t even look at her as he forcefully shook his head. “No way. Screw this guy.” 
 
    “It’s just a donut,” April reasoned. 
 
    Mark shot her a look that April had seen many times before. The stubborn glare of a thickheaded teenage boy. “It’s not just a donut. It’s the principle.” 
 
    “Principle?!” Dutchman howled, as if he were offended by the word. “Listen here, you little punk. I have a lot of friends in this town and I’m going to be damn sure that you never—” 
 
    The crowd beside Dutchman abruptly broke apart as Brad fell threw it. Held out in front of him, the cup in his hands collided hard against Dutchman’s colorful shirt, spraying milkshake across his chest like a thick geyser. Dutchman instantly lifted his arms up, his face frozen in a mixture of sudden shock and appalled panic. He became completely still like a defaced statue, unable, or perhaps unsure, how to react to the milkshake tableau strewn across his body. 
 
    Brad backed away from him slowly, surveying the damage he caused in a rather convincing display of remorse. “Oh, man. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “You degenerate!” Dutchman erupted, still unwilling to move. “You did that on purpose.” 
 
    Brad rapidly shook his head, his perplexed face like a deer in headlights. “Uh-uh. It was an accident, bro.” 
 
    Dutchman angrily flicked his wrists downward, splashing the milkshake on his arms to the floor. “You can be damn sure your parents will hear about this, son.” 
 
    He then stormed out of Mr. O’s as the faint rumbling of laughter started building behind him. Once the door was shut, the audience around April turned back into a crowd of patrons ready to either place or pickup their orders. 
 
    “You want another milkshake?” a girl behind the counter asked. 
 
    “Nah. I’m good,” Brad said, turning his focus to April with a wink. “Real good.” 
 
    He then walked backwards towards the door while holding his pinky and thumb up to the side of his face like an imaginary phone. ‘Call me’ he mouthed to her before disappearing outside.  
 
    April would’ve laughed at the sight if it weren’t so pathetic. The truly sad part was that Brad probably thought he was the coolest person on the planet. He stepped in and saved April from a situation that she didn’t need saving from and then made his exit in the slickest way possible.  
 
    Now Brad probably thought April owed him one. That she was in his debt, all but ensuring that he’d receive a call from her. Only problem was he never actually gave her his phone number. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    Even without his phone number, it wasn’t that difficult for April to find Brad. She knew he had a place on the lake a couple of houses down from her uncle’s. She also knew what kind of boat he drove. It had one of those tall metal towers arched over the driver’s seat that they used to tie the wakeboard rope to. Luckily, Brad hadn’t gone out on the water yet, and she found his boat still docked right in front of his house. 
 
    He and another boy had the place all to themselves and were already several beers in to whatever party they thought the two of them were having together. Rock music blasted so loud that April was sure the houses on the other side of the lake could hear it travelling off the water. 
 
    She quickly learned that Brad’s partner in crime was Randy, the owner of the jet ski parked next to the boat. Both boys instantly started passive aggressively vying for April’s attention, which she never offered to give them in the first place. Brad began by replaying the hilariousness of spilling his milkshake all over Dutchman’s shirt while Randy unabashedly used his jet ski as a conversation starter.  
 
    Even though April would’ve preferred to ignore them both, she had to admit that each attempt at her affection had merit. After the way he treated Mark, watching Dutchman squirm while covered in milkshake was priceless, and it was only fair that April be nice to someone who was kind enough to let her borrow his jet ski. Even if she was ninety percent sure it was just a means to get her to go skinny-dipping with him. 
 
    Miraculously, April managed to get on the jet ski and escape without too much trouble. Her only hope was that the boys would get their act together and start wakeboarding so that they would both be gone when she eventually brought the jet ski back. But that was a problem for another time. Now, April was just concerned with getting out on the water and finding Oscar. 
 
    It was already midday. Way later than she had ever gone out looking for Oscar before. It wasn’t the weekend or a holiday, but there were still a couple of boats cruising around. Way more people than Oscar had ever come out around before. April wasn’t even sure if she would see Oscar. Maybe he was hiding and wouldn’t recognize her on the jet ski. She told him earlier, though, that she would come out to see him, and that meant regardless of the time. 
 
    April knew it was a risk hanging out with Oscar in the middle of the day, but this morning, finding him covered in blood, devouring a helpless animal like some kind of savage beast, left April with a knot in her stomach. She wished things could stay the same. That Oscar could remain a cute little plump critter forever. Or, at the very least, for the rest of the summer. Until her time on the lake had ended and she went back to her life in the city. Far from this town. And far from her uncle. 
 
    But it was becoming increasingly clear to April that wouldn’t be happening. Oscar was changing. Growing. Becoming something she didn’t understand at best…and feared at worst. She needed to put her mind at ease. That meant seeing him, regardless of how many boats were in her way. 
 
    It took April only a few moments to become comfortable enough with the jet ski’s controls to navigate the waters. Once she figured it out, April made a beeline for Goose Rock, only having to move out of the way twice for boats crossing her path.  
 
    Not surprisingly, she didn’t find Oscar upon reaching the rock. She circled the formation a few times and still saw nothing. It was always kind of a long shot that he would be out in the middle of the day. Especially considering April approached the rocks on something with an engine when she never had before.  
 
    But there was something about the jet ski that got to April. The way she could maneuver around the water made her feel powerful. It kind of reminded her of riding Oscar, the way she had a sudden burst of speed right at her fingertips. Except the jet ski wasn’t alive. It didn’t have a mind of its own. Unlike Oscar, April controlled the watercraft completely. And she clamped down on the throttle, thrusting the jet ski forward like a bullet across the water. 
 
    It was the first time April opened it up to full speed and was surprised she didn’t blow right off the back. The torque was incredible and she had to squeeze her fingers around the handlebars and her thighs to the seat to keep from falling off. The entire jet ski bounced as it moved, the bottom skimming across the water like a jet-propelled skipping stone. 
 
    Eventually, April released her grip on the throttle a bit, toning it down to a speed she was comfortable with. Before long, she was zooming back and forth across the lake, making tight turns and jumping off of her own tiny waves. April was having so much fun that she got lost in the thrill of it all and completely forgot about Oscar. Or at least she did…until she looked in the water and saw a large grey mass following her directly underneath the jet ski. 
 
    Oscar’s features were distorted under the water, but for some reason he looked bigger below the surface. Bigger than the jet ski and bigger than April was used to, though she mainly just chalked it up to seeing him at an angle she hadn’t before. 
 
    Realizing he wanted to play, April smiled and tightened her grip on the throttle, racing across the lake. She moved pretty fast but was surprised Oscar easily kept pace. Like partners, the two of them weaved in and out of the boats in their way, Oscar mirroring her every move under the water. None of the boaters seemed to notice him, either. They were too focused on April rocking them side to side with her wake. 
 
    No matter how fast she went, April could never break free from Oscar on her tail. She had a feeling though, he could’ve passed her anytime he wanted. 
 
    The pair must’ve lapped the entire lake seven times before April felt the need to catch her breath. She brought the jet ski along the backside of Goose Rock and killed the engine, allowing the hull to slowly drift up onto one of the rocks. Once she felt it was secure enough not to float away, April stepped off and carefully made her way across the slippery, lichen-covered surface. She made it about halfway to the other side when Oscar leapt up on top of a large boulder beside her.  
 
    He appeared happy with his tongue dangling out of his mouth. No sign of the bloody meal he devoured only a few hours earlier. 
 
    “Was that fun?” April asked him. 
 
    Oscar straightened his legs, flexing his entire body atop the rock like a gargoyle perched on the edge of a skyscraper. Looking down at him from above the jet ski, the creature seemed like just a massive blob to April, but now, looking up at him as he towered over her, April could see just how large he truly was, like a muscular cat the size of a horse. 
 
    “Okay,” she said, laughing while looking back at the boats across the lake. “Get down. People will see you.” 
 
    Oscar didn’t jump off the rock. He sat down relaxed instead, allowing his tentacles to hang below. 
 
    April turned her back on him and crossed her arms, employing her best use of reverse psychology. “Or don’t. Stay up there if you want. Not like it’s my problem if they catch you.” 
 
    After letting out a frustrated huff, Oscar pushed himself backwards off the rock, diving into the water. He then slowly circled around and climbed back up onto Goose Rock using the same path April had taken on the jet ski. 
 
    April’s eyes widened as he approached her. He looked even more monstrous up close. “You really have gotten big, haven’t you?” 
 
    She brushed her hand across his scales, pushing aside the torrent of water dripping of his body. “How large are you going to get?” 
 
    Moving her hand downward, April examined the talons on his sides. They looked like mini-hands now, having protruded even further off his ribs than before. She then looked up to the ring of fins around his neck, where she noticed Oscar peculiarly staring at the beached jet ski.  
 
    “You like my new ride?” April asked him. 
 
    Oscar grunted, which April couldn’t decipher as him being impressed or jealous. Could’ve been either one. Or both.  
 
    “It’s not mine,” April said, amused by his reaction. “I borrowed it from some guy who I’m pretty sure thinks I’m going to make out with him for letting me use it.” 
 
    Oscar blinked at her, causing April to retract her hand from his side. “And you have no idea what that means, do you?” 
 
    Rolling her eyes, April stepped away from Oscar to wander to the other side of the rock. “It probably says more about me than it does about him.” 
 
    The rock rumbled beneath April’s feet as Oscar walked up alongside her. She could feel him staring at her but kept her gaze fixated on the choppy water beyond the rocks. “He and his friend…” 
 
    April took her time with a sigh, allowing her head to fall into her chest. “Boys like that don’t change. Their clothes might change. Their toys might change. But douchebags are everywhere. They’ve been around since the beginning of time. I’m like a magnet for them.” 
 
    Sulking down even further, April took a seat at the edge of the rock with her legs dipped in the water. “That’s not entirely true. Honestly, I sought them out. Back home I wouldn’t have thought twice about hanging out with guys like that. That’s probably why I didn’t want to come here in the first place.”  
 
    Mimicking her, Oscar sat down as well, his tentacles dangling in the water next to her feet. “But after spending some time with my uncle I was kind of glad I did. I thought things might’ve finally been different here. I thought Henry might’ve actually been someone I could…” 
 
    April finished her sentence with an exhale before abruptly popping to her feet. “You know what? It’s not important. What’s important is you, Oscar.” 
 
    The creature looked up at April but remained seated, more curious by her enthusiasm than excited.  
 
    “You, me, and the water,” April said, wrapping her arm around his back, which was about up to her shoulder. “Forget those stupid boys and that obnoxious jerk in the seaplane. This right here is going to be my summer. This right here is—” 
 
    A joyous scream interrupted her, causing Oscar’s head to perk up. Together, the two of them looked out over the lake and quickly spotted the wakeboard boat tearing across the water in between a handful of annoyed fishermen and kayakers. Pulled behind the boat on his board, Brad cut hard towards the boat’s wake and launched himself off of it. He soared through the air, allowing his legs to swing out under him momentarily like Superman before pulling them back down and landing on the other side.  
 
    April was quite impressed by the trick, but any respect she had for him was lost when he took his hand off the rope just long enough to flex his bicep in April’s direction. 
 
    Oscar gurgled as he and April watched the wakeboarder continue on, disappearing on the far side of the lake.  
 
    “Yeah,” April grumbled with a nod. “That’s them. Don’t worry. I doubt they saw you. They’re probably so wasted they don’t even realize what they’re looking at.” 
 
    After a moment of silence, Oscar slithered forward, entering the water without so much as a splash.  
 
    “Hey!” April shouted at him. 
 
    Oscar didn’t respond, verbal or otherwise. He just flapped his tentacles and was off, zooming towards the center of the lake like a torpedo. 
 
    “Oscar, come back!” she yelled again. 
 
    He didn’t. A moment later he was gone, vanished into the murky darkness of the water. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    Lying on his stomach with the board securely attached to his feet, Brad scooped his hands in the water, doggie paddling over to the back of the boat. Smiling, he pulled himself onto the small wooden swim platform and unzipped the thin neoprene vest tightly wrapped around his chest. 
 
    “Did you see that last three-sixty?” he asked, ecstatic.  
 
    Randy swiveled around in the driver’s seat to face him but never looked up, too focused on his task of sprinkling ground up marijuana into a strip of rolling paper. “Nah. I missed it.” 
 
    Brad stood up on the swim platform facing his friend, the board still attached to his feet. “What the hell, man?” 
 
    Barely caring about Brad’s accomplishment, Randy shrugged while licking the edge of the rolling paper. “I tried but it’s hard to watch you and drive the boat at the same time, moron.” 
 
    Leaning over, Brad pulled back on the old school foam bindings to wiggle his foot free from the board. “I nailed the grab with it.” 
 
    Randy’s eyes remained fixated on his fingers as he tightly rolled the joint. “Nice. It’s about time.” 
 
    “Hey,” Brad exclaimed, climbing from the swim platform to one of the boat’s cushion seats. “You gotta lot of nerve talkin’ shit for someone who won’t even try an invert.” 
 
    Randy paused from rolling the joint to look up with an offended sneer. “I don’t like going upside-down, okay?!” 
 
    “All right,” Brad laughed, amused by Randy’s insecure anger. “Don’t get your panties in a bunch.” 
 
    “You mean your mom’s panties?” Randy asked with a smirk before lewdly licking the edge of the joint to seal it. “Because she’s the one who gave them to me.” 
 
    Brad rolled his eyes and held up the wakeboard. “You goin’ or what?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Randy said, popping the joint into his mouth and taking out a lighter. “Just gimme a sec.” 
 
    After lighting the joint, Randy sucked in hard, holding his breath with his chest puffed out for several seconds before coughing out a thick cloud of smoke. 
 
    “Yo, bro,” Brad said with his hand out. “Pass that.” 
 
    Still coughing, Randy handed Brad the joint, who then mirrored his friend’s exact action right down to the cough. 
 
    Brad extended the joint back to Randy when a loud voice from shore startled them both. “Don’t think I don’t see you out there, Bradley, smoking that reefer.” 
 
    Both boys turned and saw Paul Dutchman standing at the edge of his dock. He posed with both hands firmly on his hips in a freshly changed Hawaiian shirt as his seaplane floated next to him perpendicular in the water.  
 
    “Oh, will you just give it a rest, old man?” Brad shouted back. 
 
    “Yeah,” Randy added, his voice distorted by a lung full of smoke. “Nobody’s bothering you.” 
 
    Dutchman took one hand off his hip to gesture wildly to the dock under his feet. “Nonsense. I can smell it all the way over here.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Brad asked, accepting the joint back from Randy. “We just lit the damn thing.” 
 
    “Don’t lie to me,” Dutchman scolded, now using the hand to point a sturdy finger at the boat. “I know you’ve been out there toking all day.” 
 
    After zipping up his vest and placing the wakeboard down on the swim platform, Randy squirted a little soap in the foam bindings and began slipping his feet inside. “You know what? You’re right, Mr. Dutchman. We have been smoking all day. So can you do us a favor and go make us some milkshakes? We got the munchies real bad.” 
 
    Fed up, Dutchman used his hand one last time to angrily wave at the boys before storming back down the dock. 
 
    Brad repressed his chuckles as he handed Randy the wakeboard rope. “Just get in the water, man.” 
 
    “Fine. But only if you swing back around close to his dock. I want to take that plane for a spin.” 
 
    “Roger,” Brad replied, heading back to the front of the boat. 
 
    Randy leaned forward off the swim platform straight into a belly flop. He landed face first in the water at the exact moment Brad plopped down into the driver’s seat. The timing was so exact it sounded to Brad as if the seat cushion made a splash when he sat in it. He giggled at the thought, though he knew it was probably just the weed kicking in. 
 
    With the joint firmly clasped between his fingers like a cigarette, Brad started up the boat, checked the gauges, and adjusted the oversized rearview mirror on the windshield. After giving his friend shit for not seeing his three-sixty, he wasn’t about to miss a second of Randy’s run. 
 
    A second later he turned around and saw Randy floating in the water on his ass, the board bobbing in front of him with his feet secured in the bindings. The rope attached to the tower was taut. Randy held the handlebar on the other end, which pulled on him ever so slightly as the boat puttered forward. 
 
    Moving the joint to his mouth, Brad gave Randy a thumbs up. The universal sign for, “are you ready?” Randy gave it back to him, and Brad slowly pressed down on the accelerator, causing the boat to plow through the water before settling down on a plane. 
 
    Brad peeked in the rearview mirror and saw Randy was already up, cruising on his board in the middle of the boat’s ‘V’ shaped wake. After sufficiently clearing Dutchman’s house, Brad lifted his finger in the air and spun it in a circle, letting Randy know he was turning around. 
 
    With the joint still dangling in his mouth, Brad turned hard on the wheel, spinning the boat back around the way it came. Randy leaned back hard on the rope, letting the boat whip him around out into the flat water. Keeping a steady pace, Brad drove the boat straight along the shoreline, way closer than he was supposed to. The remnants of his wake created a series of waves that smashed into the docks, rocking the boats side to side like they were caught in a squall. Randy stayed clear of all of them…until he approached Dutchman’s.  
 
    As the seaplane loomed in front of him, Randy hopped off the water ever so slightly into a one-eighty, essentially switching his legs so his back foot was now in front. He then bent his knees and bounced up and down, preparing himself with the seaplane looming in front of him.  
 
    As he reached it, Randy ducked under the wing and popped off the water, landing squarely on the plane’s large pontoon. The boat continued to drive forward, pulling Randy across the top of the pontoon as he grinded its surface. When he came to the end, Randy casually swiveled his legs back around for another one-eight while sliding into the water. 
 
    Watching the whole move unfold in the rearview mirror, Brad let loose a victorious scream that Randy matched while pumping his fist in the air. Their joyous cheers drowned out Dutchman’s profane-ridden shouts as he stormed back down the dock after them. It was too late, though. The boat was already zooming away towards the center of the lake. 
 
    Randy’s first run went on for about five more minutes while Brad continuously shifted his focus back and forth between the mirror and the boats scattered around the lake. Randy managed to pull off a couple of sweet tricks. Nothing earth-shattering, though. And certainly nothing like grinding across the pontoon of a seaplane. 
 
    Brad knew he would have to hear Randy brag about that one for years. Probably until the day he died.  
 
    At the end of the run, they reached the cove at the far side of the lake. Now free from any kayakers, swimmers, or other boats that could be in the way, Brad whirled his finger in the air to let Randy know he was turning around again. A moment later, Brad spun the wheel slowly, easing the boat into a nice, wide turn. 
 
    He kept his eyes on Randy the entire time, watching to see if his friend got careless and let his board catch an edge. Brad told himself it was out of concern, but he secretly knew he just didn’t want to miss it if Randy face planted hard into the water. 
 
    As the boat straightened out for a second run down the lake, Randy grew antsy and prepared for a quick jump across the wake before they left the cove. He bent his knees, leaned back into his stance, and carved deep against the water. Randy hit the wake hard and immediately spun on an axis as he launched into the air. He torqued so tight that Brad thought he was going for a five-forty, a trick he had never pulled off before. Randy soared above the wake, twirling like a professional figure skater, and at the peak of his jump, a large animal leapt out of the water from the opposite wake to tackle him mid-flight. The two opposing forces collided at full speed and Randy let out a sudden whelp as it looked like his entire torso was caught in the creature’s unhinged jaw. 
 
    Watching the attack happen in the mirror, Brad cursed as he looked back, but all he saw was the loose wakeboard rope dancing off the water as the boat continued driving ahead. Brad’s heart instantly started pounding like a hammer against his chest. Reacting on instinct, he flicked the joint into the lake and pulled down hard on the wheel to turn the boat around. He sped back the way he came, looking for any sign of Randy floating in the water. He saw nothing. Not a limb. Not the board. Not even his life vest.  
 
    Darting his gaze back and forth between the shore and the water, Brad brought the boat to the edge of the cove, about where he thought Randy was when he started his trick. He then stopped the motor and sprinted back to the swim platform, breathing more rapidly than he thought he was capable of. 
 
    Leaning over the edge of the boat, Brad screamed Randy’s name into the water and waited. No response. He then screamed and waited again. Still, there was nothing. Just the echo of his shouts bouncing off the valley walls. 
 
    Panic started to set in as Brad’s brain began replaying the image in his mind. Did he really see what he thought he saw? Did some animal leap out of the water and grab Randy in mid-air? What could possibly do that? There wasn’t anything in this lake but bass and those tiny little bitch-fish that picked at your toes. Nothing big enough to attack a person. And certainly nothing big enough to jump out of the water like that.  
 
    Maybe it was nothing. Maybe Randy just tried a crazy trick and fell. But then where the hell was he? Brad couldn’t get the question out of his head. Where the hell is my friend?! He screamed Randy’s name again, hoping for a different result that never came.  
 
    Finally, Brad realized there was nothing left to do but jump in the water and desperately look for him, as pointless as that might seem. He stepped up onto the edge of the boat and readied his arms to dive when a faint bubbling under the surface grabbed his attention.  
 
    Brad hopped off the edge and leaned over again, bringing his face practically inches from the water. He watched the weak trickle of bubbles pop one after the other, waiting anxiously for something to surface. 
 
    He whispered Randy’s name, which was more of a hopeful reflex than anything else, and Brad’s languid attempt to reach his friend was answered by a thick stream of red liquid that flowed up from the depths before pooling along the surface. 
 
    Shocked, Brad pulled back from the water and watched in horror as what he assumed to be blood spread out like a blooming flower. The crimson tinge was thick and slimy, bouncing a blinding ray of light in Brad’s eyes. He couldn’t look away, though. Brad stared at the ever-expanding slick of blood as it continued to grow until it completely surrounded the boat. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    April didn’t know what to do after Oscar left her alone on Goose Rock. Something like that had never happened before. He never just up and took off out of nowhere. Especially so suddenly like that. 
 
    Although she had a feeling where Oscar went, April had a difficult time accepting the truth. Mainly because she just had no idea what he was going to do to those boys. Was Oscar going to watch them? Scare them? Or something worse? 
 
    Refusing to think about it anymore, April sat down on the rock and waited for Oscar to return, which she knew full well might not happen. A minute went by. Then two. And April began fearing the worst. 
 
    Her worry vanished, though, when the wakeboard boat emerged from the far side of the lake. Brad looked to be driving now with Randy being pulled behind it. Both boys were cheering victoriously, and the boat continued driving on ahead, splitting the fisherman scattered across the water while Randy jumped back and forth over the wake. 
 
    April breathed a sigh of relief. Oscar swam in the opposite direction to where the wakeboard boat was headed, and knowing how fast he could move, April was sure that if he were going to do something terrible to the boys, he would have done it already. But still, that didn’t answer the question as to where Oscar went. So April hopped back on the jet ski and went off in search of him. 
 
    She more or less followed the same path he was on before he disappeared under the water. Her eyes scanned the surface, periodically glancing up to make sure she wasn’t about to hit anything.  
 
    As usual, April knew finding Oscar was a long shot. When he could dive down deep in the depths of the lake, the odds of him just hanging out around the surface were slim. Not to mention the fact that he could have also climbed up on land at any point of the shore. The more April thought about it, the dumber she felt chasing this strange creature around like an old lady that had lost her cats. And she continued searching the water until the jet ski’s engine grounded to a halt. Only then did April realize that she drove the damn thing straight into the reeds at the end of the lake.  
 
    It took her a good five minutes to clear the tangled seaweed from out of the jet ski’s intake. After that, April crossed her fingers that the engine would start up again. When it did, she decided it was best just to quit while she was ahead and return the watercraft while it was still in one piece. 
 
    April turned the jet ski around and made a beeline for Brad’s house. She knew something was wrong, though, when the wakeboard boat wasn’t alone at the dock. Sheriff Thompson’s boat was there, as well.  
 
    After tying the jet ski up where she originally found it, April cautiously made her way down the dock and onto Brad’s lawn, where the boy and Sheriff Thompson were engaged in a heated conversation based on their body language. Randy was notably absent. When April drew close enough to join the discussion, Brad immediately turned his attention to her. 
 
    “You saw it, right?” he asked, anxiously. 
 
    Images of Oscar immediately popped into April’s mind, but she fought hard to keep her face blank and confused. “Saw what?” 
 
    “The monster!” Brad screamed at her. 
 
    The word felt like it attacked April, stabbing her in the heart. He was talking about Oscar. He had to be. But she never thought of him as a monster. He was a creature. A beast. A strangely, unique animal. Certainly, not a monster. Yet Brad had spat the word with such unnerved ferocity that it had to be true. There was no getting around it. He saw Oscar with his own two eyes. 
 
    Pacing back and forth across his yard, the boy looked a far cry from the suave jock April met at Mr. O’s earlier in the day. His hair was a crumpled mess. Gone was the cocky smirk he wore perpetually, replaced by a terrified face covered in beads of sweat and wrought with anxiety. 
 
    Sheriff Thompson held out his hands, trying to ease the panicked boy’s worries. “Slow down, Brad. Just take a deep breath and tell me again what happened.” 
 
    Brad stopped pacing, yet his eyes remained focused on the ground as he tried to recall the story. “I was driving the boat. Randy was boarding. He hit the wake, launched in the air, and then this...thing jumped up and grabbed him.” 
 
    “How did you see it if you were driving the boat?” Sheriff Thompson asked. 
 
    Brad looked up, stern and serious. “The rearview mirror.” 
 
    Sheriff Thompson’s brow furrowed, appearing troubled by the answer. “You didn’t have a spotter?” 
 
    “Seriously?!” Brad erupts at him. “That’s what you’re getting from this?!” 
 
    The Sheriff didn’t flinch, unmoved by the boy’s burst of emotion. “You know the rules. All water sports need to have a driver and at least one spotter in the boat.” 
 
    “Randy was eaten by a lake monster!” Brad exclaimed, dramatically throwing his hands in the air. “You need to be out there looking for him. Not lecturing me about boat safety.” 
 
    April’s heart, pounding in her chest, suddenly stopped. The fear and worry she’d been pushing aside, sweeping under the rug and pretending it wasn’t there, had come crashing down on her all at once. April didn’t want to believe Oscar was dangerous. She refused to, even when it was staring her in the face. Now someone was dead, and April couldn’t help but wonder if there was something she could’ve done to prevent it. 
 
    If the Sheriff was alarmed, though, he didn’t show it, continuing his questioning in the same steady tone he started the conversation with. “How do you know he was eaten?” 
 
    “There was blood floating in the water,” Brad replied, waving his hands around as if to mime it spreading out in front of him. “A lot of blood. Like a whole body’s worth of blood. Though it’s probably all gone by now.” 
 
    “Did you find his board?” the Sheriff asked, stoically.  
 
    Brad looked at him sideways. “What?” 
 
    “His board,” Sheriff Thompson repeated. “Was it floating close by?” 
 
    “What does that have to do—” 
 
    “Wakeboards don’t sink,” Sheriff Thompson explained. “If he fell and slipped out of the bindings then the board would’ve been close by. If you couldn’t find it then it’s probably still attached to his feet.” 
 
    Brad stared at the Sheriff, his face frozen and dumbfounded, before suddenly erupting with fury. “Randy…was…eaten! I don’t give a damn about his stupid wakeboard!” 
 
    Sheriff Thompson took a deep breath, preparing himself to retort, when a voice from the water beat him to it. “Don’t listen to that boy!” 
 
    Everyone turned and spotted Paul Dutchman hanging out the window of his seaplane as it slowly puttered by the house. So concerned by Brad’s ranting, April didn’t even hear the plane approaching, despite the hum of the prop spinning like a vibrating ghost. She was shocked something so loud could actually get the drop on her. 
 
    Not Sheriff Thompson, though. He stood with his hands on his hips, definitely annoyed by the plane’s presence. “Mr. Dutchman, your plane is not a watercraft. I’d appreciate if you kept it docked if you’re not planning on flying it.” 
 
    “I know my rights,” Dutchman shouted back. “I can drive this plane all around the lake for as long as I want.” 
 
    The Sheriff sighed, clearly curbing his frustration. “Still, I’d appreciate it if you went back to your—” 
 
    Dutchman interrupted the Sheriff by leaning out the window even further, pointing in Brad’s direction. “He and his degenerate buddy have been drinking beers and smoking ganja all day.” 
 
    Brad’s shifty gaze danced back and forth between his accuser and the Sheriff, but Sheriff Thompson kept his focus on the plane as it started to turn around. “Thanks for your assistance, Mr. Dutchman, but I have everything under control here.” 
 
    The plane started heading back the way it came when Brad surprised everyone by yelling out to it. “Wait! Dutchman, did you see the monster that nabbed Randy?” 
 
    “The only thing I saw was your hoodlum friend riding that dang board across my seaplane like it was some kind of skate park.”  
 
    The comment caught Sheriff Thompson by surprise and he turned to Brad with an alarmed frown. “Is that true?” 
 
    The plane’s propeller began picking up speed, gradually morphing into one continuous circle. The hum grew so loud Dutchman now had to yell to project his voice across the water. “You’re lucky there’s no damage, otherwise I’d be pressing charges for vandalism!” 
 
    The plane bolted forward like a sprinter out of the gate. It raced across the water for about a hundred feet before pulling up into the air, soaring over the boats around the lake before disappearing beyond the valley. 
 
    When the plane’s hum became nothing more than a faint purr in the distance, Sheriff Thompson turned to Brad with a disappointed pout. “Did you idiots really ride over that man’s plane?” 
 
    “Fine,” Brad proclaimed and theatrically held out his exposed wrists. “Arrest me. Just get back out on your piece of shit boat and find my friend!” 
 
    Sheriff Thompson dryly shook his head. “I’m not going to do that.” 
 
    “Why not?!” Brad raged, clenching his fists. 
 
    Sheriff Thompson scoffed. “Because this is ridiculous.”  
 
    Brad huffed a sigh, reasonably composing himself before continuing his plea. “Randy is missing.” 
 
    The Sheriff frowned, sensing the boy’s dismay, but he looked torn. There was nothing he could do. “I drove through the cove on my way over here. There’s no one there, Brad. After he fell you probably just lost track of him in the water and he swam to shore somewhere. That’s all.” 
 
    Brad stared at him, unmoved and unconvinced. “It was a lake monster.” 
 
    Again, April winced at Oscar’s mention, but neither of them noticed. Especially the Sheriff, who tilted his head to the side with a condescending stare. “And I’m supposed to believe that from a kid reeking of beer and weed?” 
 
    A loud gulp escaped Brad’s throat as he swallowed. The boy had hit a dead end. He didn’t look afraid or worried, but his body slumped down, woefully defeated. 
 
    “Go inside,” Sheriff Thompson instructed, kindly, “Sober up and we’ll talk after dinner if you haven’t heard from Randy by then.” 
 
    Brad shook his head as he turned back to the house, never even bothering to glance in April’s direction. In only a matter of hours he had transformed completely, no longer the recognizable prick April thought him to be. He was distraught, deflated, and just downright depressed. How could he not be? His friend was gone. 
 
    Unlike Sheriff Thompson, April never doubted the boy’s story. She wanted to. It would’ve been convenient to believe Oscar wasn’t responsible, but Brad didn’t claim that a creature ate his friend by coincidence. It was Oscar. The only question was what should April do about it now? 
 
    When Brad finally entered the house, Sheriff Thompson turned his attention to April. “I’m not one to tell people who they should or shouldn’t hang out with but…” 
 
    Honoring the first half of his sentence, the Sheriff never finished the second. 
 
    “It’s fine,” April assured him with a wave. “I was just borrowing a jet ski.” 
 
    Sheriff Thompson started towards the dock and waved for April to come with him. She would’ve preferred not to. The last thing she wanted was to get questioned about Randy or even have to think about what happened, but the Sheriff slowed down his steps, refusing to keep moving until she joined him. 
 
    “I saw you out there on Goose Rock,” he said, trying to kindle a conversation. “That’s where you were the other day on your paddleboard. What’s your fascination with the place?” 
 
    “It’s just peaceful,” April said with a simple shrug, successfully pushing thoughts of Oscar from her head. “That’s all.” 
 
    “Lord knows we can always use more of that,” Sheriff Thompson agreed. 
 
    Upon reaching his boat, the Sheriff hopped inside and pointed to an empty seat. “I know it’s not far but would you like a ride back to your uncle’s?” 
 
    April pointed behind her to the street on the other side of the house. “Thanks, but I’ll walk.” 
 
    She had already turned and started back down the dock when the Sheriff said farewell. “Take care, April.” 
 
    The girl didn’t acknowledge him. Not a goodbye, a wave, or even a nod. She kept her eyes focused ahead, not once looking back. April knew the Sheriff was just trying to be nice and do his job, but that didn’t matter. A boy was dead, and she couldn’t help but feel guilty that it was somehow her fault. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    Sheriff Thompson told Brad to sober up, but that was the last thing the teenage boy planned on doing. He cracked open a beer as soon as he got into the house and began chugging, hoping each gulp would erase the image of that monstrosity from his memory. It took just a split second and Brad only saw it happen through a mirror, yet the instant was photographed in his mind. A picture perfect still of the moment that creature latched onto Randy’s torso in mid-air. 
 
    What was that thing, anyway? Mutated animal? Alien pet? Demonic hell beast? 
 
    After finishing the beer, Brad tossed the can aside, grabbed another from the fridge, and slumped down into his sofa. What was he going to do now? Call his or Randy’s parents? And tell them what? That Randy was eaten by a sea monster? Or should he say thinks he was eaten by a sea monster. Because nobody believed him. The only thing Brad knew for certain was that Randy was missing, and despite the blood in the water, which was long gone by now, he had no proof that his friend was actually hurt. 
 
    Brad did what he was supposed to and called nine-one-one, but Sheriff Thompson didn’t even take him seriously. Forget that girl, April. She was useless, just blankly staring at him as if she forgot how to use her brain. If she even had one behind that pretty face of hers. And Dutchman was nothing more than a stuck up, arrogant prick. His house wasn’t that far from the cove. He probably saw the whole thing happen, laughing as the fiend from another dimension dragged Randy into the depths of the lake. 
 
    Ahhh! 
 
    Brad threw the unopened beer against the wall, causing the can to explode in a wild spray of fizz. As the beer fell to the floor, foam spilling out all over the rug, Brad leaned forward in his seat and dropped his face into his hands. He would’ve cried if he weren’t so angry. He wasn’t used to feeling this way. Distraught and wracked with emotion. The summer was supposed to be about fun and having a good time. And if Sheriff Thompson wanted him to wait until after dinner before hearing what he had to say, then Brad was going to make the most of his hours until then. That was what Randy would’ve wanted. 
 
    What followed was a hazy mess of drinking and smoking that left the house in disarray. Sometime later, could’ve been hours or minutes, Brad switched from beer to whiskey by raiding his father’s liquor cabinet. He always wanted to before, just never had the courage to face his father’s wrath if the old man ever found out. Now Brad just didn’t care. 
 
    As the hours of daylight waned, Brad decided he needed a change of scenery and headed on over to the standalone garage across the street from the house. He lifted up the pull-down door and looked over the cluttered array of stored possessions. There was a deflated raft tucked into the corner and a small eight-foot boat hung upside down to the ceiling. As his eyes skimmed across the garage, Brad’s gaze stopped when it fell upon the empty trailer for Randy’s jet ski.  
 
    A hundred questions ran through Brad’s head. What was he going to do with the jet ski now? Would his parents want it back? Would they want Brad to have it? And if they did, would he even want to keep it? Maybe he should just sell the damn thing. 
 
    Realizing he was in no mood to figure out the answers, Brad turned his attention to the mud-drenched ATV parked beside the trailer. He threw his leg over the seat and started the engine without giving the action much thought. Brad then took off out of the garage, one hand wrapped around the throttle on the handlebars and the other securely fastened to the bottle of whiskey at his side. 
 
    Staying on the road, Brad drove up the hill a little bit before turning across the valley. He eventually came to a dead-end street, which was really just a dead end for cars. The road actually transitioned into a dirt trail made specifically for ATVs and motorbikes. 
 
    Driving down the path reminded Brad of Randy. They never really ventured too far from the trail’s entrance, but there were too many difficult memories that he and Randy made there together. So Brad kept driving all afternoon, deeper and deeper into the woods until the sun fell below the trees and the scenery became unrecognizable. 
 
    He stopped and let his body fall forward, his muscles completely expired of energy. Only the ATV’s handlebars kept Brad from tumbling to the ground. Too distraught to sit up and too inebriated to make an attempt, Brad swung his arm around and brought the liquor bottle in front of his face. He then tilted it over, pouring a bit of whiskey to the ground. The brown liquid dribbled out the bottle as a final goodbye to a dear friend. A goodbye Brad felt forced to say alone. 
 
    With his chin still resting atop the handlebars, Brad brought the bottle to his puckered lips and took another swig, barely moving his face in the process. After lowering the bottle and clearing his view ahead, a strange sight in the woods ahead caught Brad’s attention. The trees obstructed the sun’s dying rays, creating a faint splinter of light that splashed across a large figure moving towards him.  
 
    A dangerous mix of alarm and anxiety propped Brad up in his seat. He couldn’t identify the object, which was a strange shape that awkwardly lumbered towards him. He hoped and wanted it to be an animal of some kind. There were deer and even reports of wolves throughout the valley. But Brad’s fear immediately brought something else to mind. 
 
    This thing was somehow different, though. The creature that attacked Randy was large compared to most things swimming in the lake. Just about the size of the ATV Brad sat on. Whatever lurked in front of him was bigger. Much bigger. Almost equal in height to those heavy-duty pickup trucks all the local rednecks owned.  
 
    Could it be the same thing that killed Randy? Did it really grow that much that fast? Or maybe that was just a baby and here was momma, ready to finish the job. 
 
    The questions paralyzed Brad as they worked their way through his drunken mind. Only when the thing stepped out of the wilderness and into the light of the trail did the danger become apparent to him. The snapshot of Randy suspended in the air, locked in the jowls of an unworldly monster, came flooding back. Features of Randy’s killer, slithering tentacles, slimy scales, and protruding talons, were all prominently displayed on the creature before him. Only they’d been amplified and enlarged as if jacked up on steroids. And staring Brad down was a bright red cross in the center of the creature’s face, which served as a glowing flare in the creeping darkness. 
 
    Without even thinking, Brad instantly dropped the bottle and threw his hand to the handlebars, kicking the ATV into gear. The wheels spun the vehicle around and the creature took off, barreling ahead with its tentacles wildly flapping from side to side. 
 
    Brad twisted the throttle as hard as he could, cranking the ATV to its top speed. While he had certainly gone this fast before, it was only ever on an open, paved road. Never on a trail with night fast approaching. And certainly never when his life depended on it. 
 
    Brad knew the creature was still chasing him. He could hear and feel the steady pounding of the earth as it ran. A pulsating rhythm of tremors shook the ground with every thunderous step, jolting the ATV through its tires.  
 
    As the trail wound around trees and bounded over hills while cutting across the valley, Brad tried and failed to fight the urge to look behind him. He glanced over his shoulder and saw the monster galloping like a demon escaped from hell. The red glow of its t-shaped eye intensified. Above it, a seam appeared to open, revealing a pit of sharply, serrated teeth. Brad couldn’t believe the creature actually had a mouth on its forehead. 
 
    Looking ahead of him, Brad tried to quickly think of ways to hurt the beast. To do something, anything to avenge Randy. Not to mention save himself in the process. But his options were limited. He was barely staying ahead of it, using all his focus to keep on the path at full speed and prevent himself from crashing into a tree. 
 
    Brad glanced back again. This time the creature was closer. It was gaining on him, whipping its tentacles back and forth just shy of the ATV’s back wheels. Its tongue flapped uncontrollably around its face, spewing a thick mucus in its wake. Brad could hear the creature breathing now, letting out a raspy snarl with every exhale.  
 
    He shifted his focus back to the trail and was shocked to see a tree fast approaching. Quickly pulling down on the handlebars, Brad veered the ATV hard to the side, following the trail around a steep embankment. He hoped the creature missed the turn, but it didn’t. Despite its size, the beast was remarkably agile, naturally pivoting into the curve without losing any speed. 
 
    Having never been this deep into the valley, Brad had no idea what to expect. He found that the path quickly turned again, and again, taking him down a twisty track of bumps and obstacles. The creature pursued him every step of the way, inching closer and closer with every second that passed. 
 
    Coming up to a large mound of dirt, Brad prepared himself and hit it head on. The ATV launched into a jump and Brad looked behind him to see the creature do the same. Realizing he was helpless suspended in the air, Brad released the handlebars as the creature wound up his tentacle and slapped the vehicle right out from under him. The mangled ATV flew to the side, rolling through the woods like a crumpled piece of paper. Nearly ten feet in the air, Brad continued flying ahead as a human rocket, eventually landing on his shoulder against the hard, unforgiving dirt. A moment later, the creature landed behind him with a booming quake that nearly popped Brad off the ground.  
 
    Desperation flooded Brad’s mind, adding to the adrenaline pumping through his body. He couldn’t move one shoulder at all and frantically tried to push up with the other. His throbbing legs couldn’t support his weight, though, and the boy collapsed, huffing in a face full of dirt.  
 
    He started crawling away from the monster, madly scraping the ground in front of him to pull himself forward. Brad knew it was futile, though. He was done for and closed his eyes, waiting for the creature’s teeth to sink into him just as they did to Randy. 
 
    Except the pain never came.  
 
    Instead, Brad felt a slithering tentacle slowly wrap around his leg before squeezing tightly against his ankle. The creature then pulled the teenage boy back, dragging him off the path and into the darkness of the dense forest. 
 
    Brad screamed and shouted for help, but he knew it was hopeless. These trails were made in an isolated section of the valley for a reason, far from any homes that might bother teenagers just wanting to have a good time. That didn’t stop Brad from trying, though. He yelled and yelled and yelled, even as the creature dragged him all the way back through the woods and under the water of Lake Oscawana at the bottom of the hill. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    When Sheriff Thompson woke up, he treated the morning like any other. He kissed his family goodbye, grabbed a bacon, egg, and cheese from Mr. O’s, and headed on to the station, not thinking much about the problems from the day before. 
 
    It wasn’t until lunchtime, when he received a call about a mauled pack of raccoons in the woods off Oscawana, that he realized something might’ve been wrong. The raccoons didn’t necessarily worry him. They did slightly, as they were part of a growing trend of animal mutilations in the area, but hearing the name Oscawana reminded the Sheriff about the previous day’s events and the missing boy out on the lake.  
 
    He told Brad that if his friend hadn’t turned up by dinner, he would look into the matter further. When the boy never called, Sheriff Thompson assumed everything was all right and forgot about the incident entirely.  
 
    Just to make sure, he picked up the phone and gave Brad a call himself. He received no answer. He called Brad’s parents to see if they had heard from their son. They hadn’t. Finally, Sheriff Thompson took his boat over to Brad’s house to see if he could find him there. He wasn’t there.  
 
    What he did find was the boy’s boat and car still parked in the same spots. The garage was open, though, and the ATV was gone. It was entirely possible that Brad took it for a spin and simply left his phone at home, but something wasn’t sitting right with the Sheriff. He had a bad feeling about all this. A feeling he wished he had a day earlier. But it was eating at him now and he was determined to get to the bottom of whatever the hell was going on. 
 
    Sheriff Thompson worked his way down the street, knocking on every door he came across. Some people weren’t home. Those that were, he questioned as to whether they saw either Brad’s car or boat coming or going since yesterday afternoon. Nobody had.  
 
    At the end of the road, Sheriff Thompson came upon the Hawkins’ residence. Knowing April had been over at Brad’s house the day before, he hoped maybe she knew something. Maybe Brad invited her back over after she left or she returned to take the jet ski for another spin. The Sheriff knew he was just speculating now, grasping at imaginary straws. Still, at this point the girl was the best lead he had, however pathetic that might’ve been. 
 
    As he approached the house, Sheriff Thompson took one last look down the street and saw the freestanding garage in front of Brad’s home. He walked the whole way there and would inevitably have to walk the whole way back. He then said a little prayer, hoping that he would have some good news when he did. 
 
    After descending the steep driveway, Sheriff Thompson approached the door and gave it three solid knocks, ignoring the doorbell installed on its frame. Henry answered it a moment later, equally surprised and confused by the visitor on his doorstep. 
 
    “Hey, Henry,” Sheriff Thompson greeted him with a friendly smile. “You got a minute?” 
 
    After years on the job, the Sheriff learned that most people got apprehensive when a cop showed up unannounced at their house, regardless if they had something to hide or not. A smile went a long way, and it appeared to work as Henry smiled back at him. 
 
    “Sure thing, Sheriff,” he replied. “Come in.” 
 
    Henry walked away from the door to move deeper into the house, leaving the Sheriff to close it himself as he entered. 
 
    “What can I do for you in our little corner of the lake?” Henry asked as he approached the kitchen counter and started cutting fruit with a knife.  
 
    The Sheriff hung off to the side of the counter to get a look at his host’s profile. “You haven't happened to notice anything strange lately, have you?” 
 
    Henry glanced up from his task just long enough to flash the Sheriff a raised eyebrow. “I’m living with two teenagers. You need to be a bit more specific.” 
 
    He went back to cutting the fruit before he had a chance to see Sheriff Thompson’s troubled grimace.  
 
    “I wish I could,” the Sheriff noted. “I’m just not quite sure what I’m looking for.” 
 
    Having finished cutting the fruit, Henry was now focused on putting it in a bowl, too focused to continue the conversation. Not that the Sheriff could blame him. He wasn’t exactly offering much in terms of details.  
 
    Sheriff Thompson thought about other ways to frame the issue when a boy’s laughter drew his attention. He wandered through the open sliding glass door and out onto the balcony. Looking down, the Sheriff noticed Mark and April having a water gun fight on the grass down by the dock. Mark ran around the lawn, ducking and dodging his sister’s shots like an action hero in his glory. Contrary to her brother’s enthusiasm, April sat cross-legged on the grass, barely participating in the fight. She was basically a still target for her brother to continuously pummel with water. It seemed odd to the Sheriff that the girl didn’t appear to mind getting soaked so brutally. 
 
    “What about the kids?” he asked, shouting back into the house. “Have they brought up anything weird? Either something they saw in the lake or stumbled upon in the woods?” 
 
    Henry responded from the kitchen counter. “Mark hasn’t said anything and April and I aren’t exactly what you’d call close.” 
 
    “I know what you mean,” Sheriff Thompson agreed. “She’s a tough nut to crack, that one.” 
 
    “I think it’s just a teenage girl thing,” Henry said, his voice getting louder as he approached the balcony. “I’m sure she’ll come around eventually.” 
 
    Sheriff Thompson looked over to Henry as he joined him on the balcony with two slices of apple in his hands. “You’ll have to keep me updated. My own daughter’s going to be her age pretty soon. It’ll be nice to know there’s hope for me yet.” 
 
    Henry smiled softly and extended his hand, offering the Sheriff a piece of fruit. “You have my sympathies.” 
 
    Sheriff Thompson smiled, too, a show of gratitude as he accepted the apple. As they each took a bite, the two men peered over the balcony, watching the children play below. After a short while, Henry glanced over and looked concerned by the Sheriff’s perturbed expression. 
 
    “Is something wrong, Sheriff?” he asked. “You seem troubled.” 
 
    Sheriff Thompson sighed. He didn’t move, but he was no longer watching the kids. His focus had disappeared inside his own head, recalling the images and issues that weighed on him.  
 
    “A couple of locals have been finding mutilated animal carcasses while hunting,” he said, finally. 
 
    “Oh my,” Henry gasped in shock. “You think a feral wolf or something is out there?” 
 
    As his gaze drifted up to look out over the empty lake, Sheriff Thompson shook his head with a grimace. “I don’t know what to think, but the way this one deer was torn to shreds…” 
 
    He decided to leave the sentence unfinished rather than recall the sight for the hundredth time, choosing to turn and face his host instead. “And now I have two missing persons on top of it.” 
 
    Both shocked and confused by the news, Henry’s jaw fell as his brow furrowed at the same time. “Really?” 
 
    Sheriff Thompson nodded, mournfully. “Yeah. Teenagers.”  
 
    Henry shook his head while holding on to the same unsettled expression. “That’s awful.” 
 
    As more painful memories came flooding back to him, Sheriff Thompson’s gaze again drifted out over the lake. “Add that to the fact that a boy drowned in the lake over the winter and this hasn’t been a particularly good year for Oscawana.”  
 
    Although none of this was anything new to him, saying it all out loud somehow made Sheriff Thompson feel worse.  
 
    “It makes me nervous about what’s coming next,” he confessed, humbly. 
 
    “Jeez,” Henry groaned in disbelief. “Well, teenagers are known for planning pranks. You think it could be a joke?” 
 
    Sheriff Thompson shrugged, indifferent to the theory. “Anything’s possible, but I spoke with one of them yesterday and it didn't seem like he was kidding. April was there, too, as a matter of fact. 
 
    Henry’s back instantly stiffened. 
 
    “Oh, really?” he said, curiously. “Did she…say anything to you?” 
 
    Sheriff Thompson was put off by the way Henry’s demeanor changed so abruptly. The man seemed genuinely distressed by the Sheriff’s earlier revelations, but that side of him was now gone, wiped away in an instant by a feeling of alarmed nervousness that Sheriff Thompson couldn’t quite put his finger on. 
 
    “No,” the Sheriff replied warily after studying Henry’s anxious features. “Why? Was she supposed to?” 
 
    “No. No,” Henry stammered, backtracking over his probing question. “Oh, gosh no. Not at all. I’m just concerned about her. Missing teens and dead animals. I would hate to have to explain to her parents that Oscawana isn’t safe.” 
 
    Henry smiled again, but it somehow seemed different. Forced and unnatural. Not like the genuine show of sympathy that Sheriff Thompson was used to receiving from the man.  
 
    The Sheriff wasn’t suspicious of him, at least not yet, but the interaction made him feel uneasy. The time had passed for any apprehensiveness Henry might’ve felt from a cop showing up unexpectedly at his door. This was something else. It wasn’t just that Henry was odd. That, the Sheriff could deal with. But now he felt a sudden disconnect between them, and the Sheriff was uncertain how it got there. 
 
    Whatever it was, Sheriff Thompson knew he wasn’t going to figure it today. Besides, he had his hands full at the moment and remembered the real reason why he came here.  
 
    “April might know something, though,” he said. “Mind if I ask her a few questions about it?” 
 
    “Sure,” Henry replied, casually shrugging his shoulders. “If you think you have to.” 
 
    Henry’s tone slipped back to normal. He appeared relaxed and calm, gesturing over to the stairs on the far side of the porch.  
 
    Yet there was something about the way he phrased his answer that, again, didn’t sit right with the Sheriff. While his mood seemed at ease, Henry’s choice of words hinted at something bigger. 
 
    As he turned towards the stairs, Sheriff Thompson pondered what that could be. He didn’t know Henry long. The man just moved to Putnam Valley earlier this year. He always seemed nice, though. Accommodating and kind. A man would have to be to board his niece and nephew for an entire summer.  
 
    Then why did he give the Sheriff such a bad feeling all of a sudden? 
 
    Before Sheriff Thompson had a chance to think on the matter further, a loud crash boomed throughout the valley, interrupting his thought process. He looked up as swiftly as his neck would allow and managed to do so just in time to see a hundred shards of metal and debris, pieces of what used to be Paul Dutchman’s sea plane, scatter violently across the surface of the lake. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    Paul Dutchman scoured the kitchen counter for a pile of envelopes that just didn’t seem to exist. 
 
    “Where’d you put the mail, Susan?” he yelled deeper into the house. 
 
    “I didn’t touch it,” his wife’s voice shouted back. 
 
    The counter wasn’t that long because the kitchen wasn’t that large. The Dutchmans purchased the small cottage on the lake to get away from their more spacious apartment in the city. They were looking for something different and quaint to escape the rat race of their normal lives, which meant keeping their summer getaway the same as when they bought it. No renovations to the layout or updates to the appliances. Just a tiny kitchen with a single stove, one shelf pantry, and a worn, wooden countertop without anything on it. 
 
    Paul scanned the empty space one last time before realizing he wasn’t crazy. “Yes, you did.” 
 
    Susan entered the doorway, irritated that she even had to make an appearance for the conversation. “I think I would know if I touched something.” 
 
    “Obviously not,” Paul scolded, gesturing to the vacant counter. “I leave the mail right here every day, and there’s only two of us in this house. So if I didn’t move it, then who did?” 
 
    Susan shrugged, apathetically indifferent to her husband’s problem. “I don't know. All I know is it wasn’t me.” 
 
    Paul finally turned to face his wife, revealing a sneering scowl so vicious it twisted as he spoke. “You think our house is haunted with a ghost? Or was it the same pesky gremlins who misplaced those diamond earrings you just had to have?” 
 
    Susan’s body trembled and a wave rushed over her face, erasing all emotion in its path. Only a blank expression remained, staring aghast at the man before her. “Why do you have to be so obnoxious?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Paul snapped, sarcastically shrugging his shoulders. “Maybe it’s because I expect the damn mail to be where I left it!” 
 
    Susan froze for a moment, absorbing every ounce of her husband’s animosity before spitting it back at him in an eruption of anger. “You know what? Go!” 
 
    She shot her arm out, pointing to the back door, and Paul waved her off, grimacing half an abhorrent smirk as he turned to leave. 
 
    “Just go,” Susan reiterated, stomping behind her husband as she followed him to the door. “Get in that stupid, flying money pit you call a plane and get out of here. Head on up into the sky where there are no human beings for you to be miserable around.” 
 
    Paul slammed both hands into the screen door and it flung open violently on its hinge. Although he was curious, Paul never turned around to look back at his wife. He just grumbled incoherently under his breath yet loud enough for her to hear him mumble. 
 
    Who did Susan think she was, anyway? His wife would be nothing without him. Everything she had was because of his hard work. His drive to provide her with the best life he could. And how did she repay her loyal husband? By treating him like dirt. 
 
    She was right about one thing, though. The sky was the only place he felt truly appreciated. It was one of the main reasons why he chose Lake Oscawana for his summer retreat. It was one of the few bodies of water large enough for him to land on that wasn’t also constantly crowded. A perfect place for him to pop up into the blue sky for a quickie, circle around the Hudson River, and still make it back home for supper. At least, on the days Susan remembered to have it ready. 
 
    Paul knew he had stop thinking about her. This was his time now. His chance to let the bullshit slip away and be his own man. 
 
    He hopped into the left seat, started the ignition, and puttered on out to the center of the lake. The water was completely empty. Just the way Paul liked it. Not that he couldn’t land without boats in the water, but it just made things easier when he didn’t have to worry about them. 
 
    With the weekend fast approaching, he thought it be best to take this opportunity to get the old bird out of the water and back to the airport. Saturdays and Sundays meant a lot of boat traffic on the lake, and with traffic came waves. Lots of them. Paul cringed every time the choppy water rocked his plane side to side. He installed rubber fenders along the side of the dock to protect the plane, but he would rather not risk his baby getting damaged if he didn’t have to. Best to be safe and put it in the hangar. After all, what was the point of having an amphibious seaplane if you didn’t land it on a runway every once in a while? 
 
    Paul went through his pre-flight checklist as he slowly taxied out to the middle of the lake. He checked his gauges, tested his flaps, and, most important of all, made sure his landing gear was up for a water takeoff. Once everything was in order, Paul slowed down the prop to pivot the plane around, straightening himself up for a straight takeoff down the center of the lake.  
 
    As he prepared to push down on the throttle, Paul stared at the water ahead. It had a slight rough to it, just enough to make the takeoff a challenge. But that was the beauty of a seaplane. Your ground was always moving. It was everywhere. All around you in every direction. 
 
    That was when Paul realized he was wrong before. He didn’t have to go to an airport to have his plane land and takeoff from a runaway. The runway was right in front of him. This was his lane. His zone. And to hell with everyone who didn’t accept it. 
 
    Paul gradually pressed his hand down on the throttle, and the propeller in front of him kicked up as fast as it could spin. He grabbed onto the controls, readying himself to jet across the water. Except there was a problem. He didn’t. The plane wasn’t going anywhere. 
 
    Confused, Paul rapidly scanned all his gauges and couldn’t find anything wrong with the plane. Everything was running, no emergency lights were on, and the prop was spinning fast enough for takeoff. He should’ve been moving. He just wasn’t. 
 
    Remembering what his flight instructor taught him, that when in doubt a pilot should just look at the damn plane, Paul stuck his head out the window and looked back around. The outside of the plane itself was fine, but Paul grew alarmed when he spotted something latched onto his pontoon. 
 
    At first glance he thought it was a long, thick strand of seaweed, but the closer Paul looked the more he noticed the vine was moving. It was grey, thick, and scaly. Probably not even a vine at all. Because no plant, no matter how strong, could stop his plane from taking off.  
 
    Determined to break free, Paul pushed down on the throttle even further, but the obstruction wouldn’t let go. The plane veered back and forth, frustrated that it was giving off all this power with nowhere to go.  
 
    Paul looked down again and saw the slimy obstacle actually tighten its hold around his pontoon. It seemed to move on its own, almost as if it were being controlled. It reminded Paul of an arm or a tentacle, something found on a giant squid deep beneath the ocean. But what, Paul thought to himself, could it possibly belong to that lived inside the lake? 
 
    He lowered the throttle one last time, pressing it down as far as it could go. The propeller screamed as it spun faster than Paul had ever pushed it before. The plane began to shake, torn between the force pushing it forward and the one holding it back.  
 
    Finally, a sudden thrust jolted the plane forward and Paul looked out the window just in time to see the tentacle slither back under the water. The plane shot ahead like a bolt across the lake, clearing a hundred feet in the blink of an eye. Paul let out a shout of victory and pulled up on the controls, ready to soar into the sky. The rumbling of the water beneath the plane vanished as the air took hold. He felt the pull of gravity and the rush of fighting against it. 
 
    This was the thrill Paul lived for. The first taste of freedom when he began his ascent into the clouds. The euphoria was met, though, with the sound of a large splash that Paul wasn’t used to. He curiously glanced down out the window and saw that the noise didn’t come from something dropping into the water…but something breaking out of it. 
 
    The moment was barely a few seconds. An instant by any standard measure of time. But everything seemed to slow down for Paul, who witnessed a great beast of immense proportions burst through the lake’s surface like nothing he could’ve imagined. It was triple—no—quadruple the size of his plane. Its body the length of a house.  
 
    Yet despite its enormous size, the creature’s mouth was far more intimidating. Its jaw dropped open like a massive pit, ready to devour anything and everything in its path. The formidable opening of jagged teeth shot upwards far faster than Paul left the water and easily overtook him, snatching onto the whole back half of the plane, pontoon, tail, cabin, and all. 
 
    The creature’s deformed jaw didn’t cleave the plane in half. Instead, it latched on tight as gravity brought it back down, smashing the plane hard against the water’s surface. 
 
    Even buckled into the seat, Paul’s body rattled violently as if he’d been shaken inside a tin can. The cockpit essentially became a metal coffin that crumpled in on itself before shearing into pieces from the forceful crash. Shards of the plane exploded outward, finally leaving Paul exposed for his body to freely tumble into the lake. 
 
    The cold jolt of water against his face shocked Paul’s adrenaline into gear. Parts of his body he could barely feel. Others were screaming in agony. He was positive he had broken ribs and surmised that at least one of his arms was dislocated. Not to mention the hazy fog of a concussion that clouded his senses. 
 
    Yet despite his weakened condition, Paul knew the pain was a good sign. It meant he was alive. His plane, on the other hand, was a different story, but that wasn’t important now. It would be in about an hour, but first Paul had to get to a hospital. Then he could worry about getting himself a new set of wings. 
 
    Still floating under the water, Paul looked up and saw the faint sparkle of sunlight above the surface. He reached his arms to swim towards it, but every stroke seemed to bring him right back to where he started. Paul fought and clawed through the water, but it was no use. He wasn’t going anywhere. 
 
    A tightening hold squeezed at his chest as the air in his lungs ran low. Panic started settling in, and Paul frantically looked around for something, anything to help him. Glancing down into the murky depths of the lake, he spotted a tentacle reaching up from the darkness to wrap around his ankle. The thing’s slimy scales tightened its grip against Paul’s flesh, but he couldn’t feel it. Paul couldn’t feel much of anything except the crushing vice in his chest, desperate for air.  
 
    With whatever faint, few thoughts he had left, Paul realized this was it. There was no way out of this. The end was in sight. And just as he felt himself slip into oblivion, the tentacle yanked Paul down deeper under the water, and the weak light above the surface faded away like a blown-out candle in the wind. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    As soon as he saw the plane go down, Sheriff Thompson was already on his way back to Brad’s house. He sprinted down the road, radioing in for emergency units in between short rapid breaths as he ran. He tore through Brad’s backyard and jumped into the boat, turning the ignition the moment his hand touched the key. 
 
    With the motor fired up, the Sheriff pulled away from the dock and sped over to the crash site. It probably took him less than three minutes to get there, but that was all the time needed for the chaos of the crash to settle throughout the water. The lake had once again become calm and tranquil. The only evidence that a tragic accident even took place was the hundred or so pieces of debris floating across the surface. 
 
    Along the shore, an audience of onlookers started coming out of their homes. They all ventured to the end of their docks, curiously watching as the Sheriff rapidly approached the scene. He found it strange that none of them took their own boats out to investigate what happened. Sheriff Thompson assumed at least one or two people would join him and offer a helping hand. Then again, he learned most civilians were interested enough to watch a disaster from a distance but too frightened to jump into the fray. Or maybe the simpler explanation was that they all thought Paul Dutchman was an asshole and couldn’t care less about his fate.  
 
    As he reached the edge of the debris field, Sheriff Thompson slowed his boat as much as he could without putting it in neutral. There were shards of metal floating everywhere, like moving white polka dots bobbing across the surface. The edges of each piece were sharp and jagged, as if they’d just been torn apart like paper. 
 
    Ignoring the sheer magnitude of the destruction, the Sheriff’s eyes scanned the water for any evidence of the pilot. Finding Paul Dutchman was his first priority. He remained optimistic, hoping for signs of life, but anything would’ve been a start. A piece of clothing. A speck of blood, either on debris or floating in the water. Even a severed limb, however horrific, would’ve given Sheriff Thompson some indication that Dutchman was somewhere in the water. But he found nothing upon entering the epicenter of the crash site. Almost as if Paul wasn’t in the plane at all.  
 
    Sheriff Thompson shouted Paul’s name. He received no answer. He cut the motor and shouted again, but only the soft burble of the water smacking against the side of his boat replied.  
 
    The Sheriff was at a loss. What was he supposed to do? It would take another five, maybe even ten minutes before emergency crews joined him on the lake. Was he just supposed to wait and do nothing until they arrived? Was he supposed to jump in and start hopelessly diving under the water himself? He had no gear. He had no goggles. All he had was a desperate urge to do something other than scan the surface and pray for a miracle. 
 
    Struggling to come up with alternatives to just standing around, the Sheriff’s gaze drifted off when a loud thud smacked against the side of his boat, rocking it side to side. Sheriff Thompson’s first thought was that Dutchman was right under him and banging against the hull.  
 
    Yelling out Paul’s name, the Sheriff frantically darted back and forth between the starboard and port sides of the boat, hoping to see a hand, a foot, or even bubbles in the water. There was nothing. He wondered if he could start the boat back up and move it, allowing Dutchman to come up for air, but it was far too dangerous. The outboard motor could tear him to shreds. 
 
    As Sheriff Thompson frantically searched his mind for a plan, another loud thud rammed his boat, this one harder and more forceful than before. The blow knocked the Sheriff to the side and he had to grab on to keep his balance. That was when he realized Paul Dutchman was not under him. No way a person swimming underwater had that kind of power.  
 
    Whatever struck him had to be enormous. But what? Nothing even remotely that size, aquatic or otherwise, lived in this area. A sunken boat, perhaps? Something dislodged from the bottom of the lake that came up from under him? Or maybe even a huge chunk of the plane that got stuck beneath the surface? But how? A million pieces of aircraft were scattered all around him. Could something that large still be left? 
 
    None of it made any sense, and before Sheriff Thompson had chance to think on it further, the boat was rocked once more. This strike was the hardest of the three and caught the Sheriff off guard, knocking him to the floor. 
 
    He tried to get back up when the boat was immediately struck again from the other side. As he struggled to stand, the Sheriff realized something was doing this. These attacks weren’t by chance. They were purposeful and deliberate. Timed and precise. He was under assault. 
 
    Sheriff Thompson reached for his radio and pulled it up to his mouth when a fifth blow slammed the boat so hard it brought the entire port side straight into the air. The Sheriff flew across the boat and was lucky enough to grab ahold of his seat, squeezing it as if his life depended on him never letting go.  
 
    The boat seemed to hang there for a moment, stalled and frozen, completely perpendicular to the water. It could’ve gone in either direction, flopping back down the way it came or continuing on its path to flip over completely. Sheriff Thompson closed his eyes and prayed that he wasn’t going over, but even without seeing, he could feel the boat slowly tilt the wrong way as all five thousand pounds of it fell down on top of him. 
 
    The overturned boat smacked hard against the water, echoing a loud boom inside the small air pocket Sheriff Thompson currently found himself in. It took the Sheriff a moment to get oriented with the upside down boat over his head. After the shock wore off, Sheriff Thompson took a big gulp of air and dove down into the water. He swam out from under the boat and cautiously approached the surface, holding his hands out in front of him to make sure no debris was in his path. 
 
    He burst into the air with a gasp and immediately looked around. It was a different perspective than before, but the debris field pretty much looked the same. The only difference now was that the underside of his boat stuck out of the water like a disfigured mini submarine.  
 
    Sheriff Thompson knew he would have a hard time getting back to the shore. Bits of jagged metal floated all around him. Some were as small as a shoe. Others were just as big as he was. The Sheriff had to be careful treading water in place. One wrong move and a piece of sharp, unseen metal could cut him, and the last thing Sheriff Thompson wanted was to be stranded and bleeding in the middle of the lake. 
 
    He could always dive down again and try to swim under everything, but even that was a risky move. Who knew if there was any debris under the surface, and the Sheriff also had to deal with whatever capsized his boat in the first place. 
 
    Once again out of options, Sheriff Thompson let out a defeated sigh and conceded that waiting for help was the only move he had left. It’d been awhile since he made the call for back-up. Emergency units should have been arriving at the marina any second now. 
 
    The Sheriff grew still, floating in place, trying to listen for the sirens echoing through the valley. He heard the faint whoosh of rushing water instead. He followed the noise and saw a wave on the other side of the lake rapidly moving towards him. It wasn’t large, comparatively speaking, but there were no boats around and only a wind light enough to create a chop in the water. Certainly nothing strong enough to make a wave on its own.  
 
    But there it was, zooming towards him, and actually gaining speed. The wave didn’t taper off like most. It grew stronger and larger, becoming a mound of water high enough to completely block the Sheriff’s view.  
 
    It was obvious that whatever capsized his boat had also generated this surge, but that wasn’t his immediate problem. The wave had already reached the debris field and absorbed the shards of metal into its mass. Sheriff Thompson knew if he got caught up in the swell, helplessly tossed around like a ragdoll, the debris would tear him to shreds.  
 
    There wasn’t much time to act. With the wave nearly looming on top of him, the Sheriff took another huge gulp of air, preparing to dive down deep and hoping the danger, all of it, would simply pass overhead.  
 
    “Stop!” yelled a young voice from the shore. 
 
    The sudden scream distracted the Sheriff, halting him from diving. It didn’t matter, though. The force behind the wave abruptly died, turning it into nothing more than a large roller that drifted slowly across the surface. The roller’s momentum swept Sheriff Thompson a fair distance from where he was, battering him with pieces of debris along the way. His arms shielded his face and received the brunt of the blows, but the minor scrapes were nothing compared to what could’ve happened if the full strength of the wave overtook him. 
 
    The swishing sounds of choppy water filled the air, but now that the path was clear, Sheriff Thompson could see flashing lights on the far shore in the distance. Emergency crews had arrived at the marina and the Sheriff breathed a sigh of relief. The danger was over, at least for the moment. 
 
    There was still something very wrong going on with the lake. The missing boys and mauled animals were just the tip of the iceberg. Now the Sheriff was dealing with a plane crash and attack on his boat. There was a strong possibility he wouldn’t even be alive right now if it weren’t for…the voice! 
 
    The Sheriff turned to the shore, looking for his mysterious female savior. There were many people out on their docks, tensely staring at him with wide eyes and slack jaws. April Hawkins didn’t, though. She stood by herself, her shoulders slumped in a morose posture.  
 
    What did she have to be so upset about? Sheriff Thompson had a feeling the answer to that question would provide a lot of insight, and he just couldn’t wait to ask her it himself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    After being pulled from the water, Sheriff Thompson spent the better part of an hour managing a rather stressful, multi-faceted salvage operation. He felt odd delegating in a pair of mesh basketball shorts and a Police Athletic League t-shirt, but it was the only set of dry clothes anyone had on hand. Despite the Sheriff’s self-consciousness, nobody seemed to mind taking orders from him. Like a well-oiled machine, the clean-up consisted of one crew collecting debris while another focused on pulling the Sheriff’s capsized boat from the lake. Neither of them found any sign of Paul Dutchman though, his body or otherwise. 
 
    Once everything was running smoothly, Sheriff Thompson felt comfortable enough to slip away for a visit to the Dutchman household. Paul’s wife, Susan, answered the door with two streaks of tear-ridden mascara running down her cheeks. She must’ve seen or heard the crash and already knew that her husband was gone. A part of Sheriff Thompson was relieved he didn’t have to break the news to her. He had, on more than one occasion, informed family members that their loved ones had died unexpectedly. It never got any easier, and although he felt guilty for thinking it, Paul’s very loud and public death spared him the trouble of going through that again. 
 
    Sheriff Thompson didn’t have to say any words. Susan fell forward into his arms, sobbing hysterically as if he’d just told her what happened. He knew Paul and Susan weren’t on the best of terms. They fought constantly, sometimes so loud the neighbors called him to stop by and break it up. Still, being angry with your spouse and not caring if they died were two different things. Especially when it happened right outside your window. 
 
    The Sheriff thought about giving her an update on the clean-up but decided against it. That wasn’t what the widow wanted to hear at the moment. Sheriff Thompson offered her his condolences instead and realized he’d lied to himself when she opened the door. Not being the one to tell her the devastating news didn’t make facing her any easier. 
 
    They didn’t talk much, but Sheriff Thompson stayed with Susan as long as he could. It was difficult for him to leave her alone like that, but he was just too distracted to stay. He wanted to talk to April even before the crash. Now, after everything that happened, questioning the girl was a must. 
 
    When he eventually arrived at the Hawkins’ household, Sheriff Thompson decided to bypass the main house entirely. He had enough of Henry for one day, and, technically, the uncle had already given his permission for the Sheriff to talk to April.  
 
    Sheriff Thompson stayed on the walkway that wrapped around into the backyard. When he didn’t see either teenager playing in the grass, the Sheriff followed the path as it veered down towards the guesthouse. Before he made it too far though, the sound of a sliding glass door whished above his head. The Sheriff groaned as soon as he heard it, already annoyed that he knew who it was. The sound was followed by the tap of footsteps against the wooden porch, and the Sheriff looked up to find Henry leaning over the railing.  
 
    “Sheriff,” he said in frightened shock. “What the hell happened out there?” 
 
    “Wish I had the answer,” Sheriff Thompson replied, returning his gaze to the walkway. 
 
    He continued on the path down the hill and wasn’t the least bit surprised when Henry hurried down the stairs after him. 
 
    “You don’t know why Paul Dutchman crashed?” Henry asked, his question muffled by rapid patter as he descended the steps. 
 
    It wasn’t until Henry reached the ground and jogged to catch up that Sheriff Thompson noticed the lime green rubber sandals that were making all that noise. 
 
    “No idea,” the Sheriff said, trying not to roll his eyes at the man’s footwear. “They’re pulling his plane out of the water now. What’s left of it, at least. Maybe that will give us some idea how he went down.” 
 
    “What about your boat and that wave?” Henry questioned while walking alongside him. “That kind of stuff doesn’t usually happen around here, right?” 
 
    Sheriff Thompson kept his eyes ahead, focused squarely on the guesthouse at the bottom of the path. “No. Not usually.” 
 
    Although his legs were moving ahead, Henry pivoted his upper body to face the Sheriff as they continued to walk side by side. “You think it’s all related?” 
 
    “Henry,” Sheriff Thompson snapped, stopping several feet from the house. “Just relax. I was about to question your niece when all this happened. I’d like to get a chance to do that now, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Henry took a step back and held his hands up, giving Sheriff Thompson the all clear. “Oh, yeah. Sure thing. Go right ahead.” 
 
    The Sheriff huffed as he continued on his way and knocked on the guesthouse door. Through the window he saw April in the kitchen, and she looked up at the noise. Sheriff Thompson waved and wasn’t surprised when he didn’t get one back. Instead, April disappeared deeper into the house. The lock clicked a moment later and the door opened up. April leaned on it, curiously eying her unexpected visitor. 
 
    “Hi, April,” the Sheriff greeted her with another wave. 
 
    April continued to leer at him, curious yet suspicious of his presence. “Hey, Sheriff Thompson.” 
 
    The Sheriff leaned forward ever so slightly to peer around her into the house. “Where’s your brother?” 
 
    She leaned forward as well, to look at the house up the hill. “Having ice cream at Henry’s, I think.” 
 
    Although Sheriff Thompson was glad Mark wasn’t around, he didn’t know which detail he found stranger. The fact that April wasn’t up there with him, especially after the craziness of the afternoon, or that Henry left the boy alone to confront the Sheriff on his way down to the guesthouse. 
 
    “Mind if I come in and we talk for a bit?” Sheriff Thompson asked, cordially. 
 
    April shrugged while walking back into the house, leaving the door open for the Sheriff to join her. “About what?” 
 
    Sheriff Thompson stepped inside and closed the door behind him. “You spoken to Brad this morning?” 
 
    The door led right into a small dining room that opened into the kitchen. The only thing separating the two was a countertop that April walked around as she returned to where she was before. “No. I haven’t seen Brad since I saw him with you.” 
 
    “So you don’t know if he found his friend?” Sheriff Thompson asked, focused on April’s face to gauge her reaction. 
 
    She shook her head but remained silent, her eyes honed down at the countertop where the ingredients of a peanut butter and jelly sandwich sat ready to be put together. It must’ve been what she was doing when the Sheriff arrived, yet for one reason or another, the girl decided not to resume the task. 
 
    “What about plans for today?” the Sheriff asked. “Did he happen to mention something he was doing or some place he was going?” 
 
    April shook her head again, this time looking up. “No. Why? Is he missing now, too?” 
 
    Sheriff Thompson flashed her a wry smile, a show of bitterness to let the girl know the situation was serious yet also friendly enough not to overly alarm her. “I’m just trying to get in contact with him. That’s all.” 
 
    April shrugged while mimicking the Sheriff’s expression. “Sorry. Wish I could help.” 
 
    Since he arrived, Sheriff Thompson had been waiting to question April about what happened on the water. He couldn’t just probe her about it, though. It had to come up naturally, and she just gave him the perfect opening. 
 
    “Well,” the Sheriff started, turning his half-smile into a full one, “you kind of already did help me.” 
 
    April furrowed her brow, puzzled by the comment. “How so?” 
 
    Sheriff Thompson kept his eyes on her yet pointed out the window in the general direction of the lake. “With that wave. It was about to barrel over me when you yelled for it to stop.” 
 
    April hesitated a moment, as if she were processing the information, before giggling off the praise. “I didn’t tell it to stop. I just yelled, hoping that it did.” 
 
    It was a poor show of deflection, and the Sheriff took a step forward, closing the distance between them by leaning over the countertop. “Still. It was quite a coincidence, right? I swore I was a goner. I mean, that thing was right on top of me when you screamed and it just...went away. Kind of like it listened to you.” 
 
    April laughed again, even harder this time, and finally started making the sandwich in front of her. “You're giving me way too much credit, Sheriff. I can’t control the water.” 
 
    But what about something in the water? 
 
    Sheriff Thompson only thought the question. Never asked it. He had to be careful how he pushed her. His tone needed to be inviting not accusatory. She was already avoiding eye contact and using the sandwich as a distraction. The last thing he needed was for her to shut down completely. 
 
    “Is something on your mind?” he asked, while slowly walking around the counter. 
 
    April looked up at him, shaking her head with a clueless pout. “No. Why? Should there be?” 
 
    Sheriff Thompson stopped on the other side of the counter and squinted, curiously examining her face. “You look like you want to tell me something.” 
 
    She stared right back and took a big bite out of her sandwich. “Nope.” 
 
    It wasn’t uncommon for people to overcompensate when they were hiding something. April probably hoped that by staring the Sheriff in the eyes it would eliminate his suspicions, but the eyes aren’t where lies were kept. They rested throughout the entire face, and April was quite clearly trying to distort hers by chewing like a savage. 
 
    Sheriff Thompson watched her a bit longer, his eyes soft and concerned rather than mistrustful. He then let out a deep sigh and began his final plea for her to open up.  
 
    “You can talk to me, though,” the Sheriff started, relaxed and genuine, “if you need to. I know teens aren’t really big on cops, but if there’s something you think I should know…something you feel is important…you can always tell me. There’s been a lot of weird stuff going on here lately and I could use your help with it.” 
 
    After she swallowed, April formed an expression Sheriff Thompson wasn’t exactly expecting. She looked torn, her eyes shifting back and forth between the sides of his face. There was a debate going on inside her head, yet April appeared to be wrestling not just with the question of if she should speak…but of what she should say. There seemed to be more weighing on this girl’s shoulders than the Sheriff realized, and he began wondering if the two of them were even having the same conversation at all. 
 
    Ultimately, nothing came out of it. April sucked in a breath of air to puff up her chest and the steadfast look of denial returned. “I don’t know what you think I’m hiding but that’s not the case, Sheriff.” 
 
    The conversation stalled, which only added to the rising tension. Sheriff Thompson continued to assess April’s reaction, but her eyes grew sharper as if she were doing the same, sizing the Sheriff up, trying to discern exactly what he was getting at.  
 
    The moment ended when the door creaked open and Henry poked his head into the house with a smile. “Mind if I butt in?” 
 
    Sheriff Thompson wanted to be agitated by the interruption, but he was getting nowhere with April fast and was kind of grateful for the break. “Actually, I was just getting ready to leave.” 
 
    Henry stepped inside completely and shut the door with his eyes firmly locked ahead. “So, what you guys talking about?” 
 
    “Just asking her about those boys she knew,” the Sheriff replied, walking back around the counter. 
 
    He crossed paths with Henry, who also walked around the counter to take over the position where the Sheriff once stood. “Hope they’re not getting her into too much trouble. We love April a lot. Wouldn’t want her falling into the wrong—” 
 
    He reached over to put a hand around his niece’s shoulder when she backed away screaming at the top of her lungs. “Don’t touch me!” 
 
    The violent shriek shot through the room like a bolt of lightning, startling everyone, including April herself. She yelled so loud her body trembled in place. Her wide eyes stared at the floor, terrified yet filled with hate. 
 
    Sheriff Thompson was so caught off guard he didn’t know what to say. He was struck speechless, as was Henry, who stared at his niece with an equal display of dismay. 
 
    April’s body grew heavy, rising and falling as one with every dense breath. It took her a moment to realize what just happened, and she looked up apologetically at the two baffled men before her. “I’m sorry. Just—Leave me alone. Please.” 
 
    She stormed out of the kitchen, turned a corner, and headed upstairs. Her footsteps were hard and heavy as they ascended the steps, and Henry waited for the noise to die off before turning back to the Sheriff with a set of guilty giggles. “Sorry. I should’ve known better. She’s not really big on the touchy-feely stuff.” 
 
    It was a rather weak response, and the Sheriff wasn’t buying it. He had a bad feeling about Henry since the day began. This only made things worse. 
 
    And Henry must’ve felt the same way, for he was quick to follow up with a cordial smile. “Want me to show you out, Sheriff?”  
 
    “I can manage,” Sheriff Thompson said, reaching for the door. 
 
    He hurried outside and Henry rushed to follow him out. “All right. Have a great weekend!” 
 
    The Sheriff didn’t respond. He continued to climb up the hill back to the driveway, all the while thinking he was more confused now than he was when he arrived. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
    Sheriff Thompson’s head buzzed the entire drive back to the station. It had already been a long, disastrous day that continued to go from bad to worse. If things weren’t already difficult enough, a thunderstorm was scheduled to roll in over the county around nightfall. Emergency crews were in a race for time to get Lake Oscawana cleaned up before the first sound of thunder.  
 
    The Sheriff wanted to stay on site and help guide the effort, but there were too many nagging questions tugging on his mind. He had no choice but to leave and get them answered. Besides, there wasn’t much for him to do at the lake but get in the way. He just had to step back and have faith that his people would get the job done in time. 
 
    If they did finish, which Sheriff Thompson believed they would, that meant he had to make a decision. Tomorrow would be Saturday. The start of the weekend and when the lake went from relatively docile to jam-packed with boats and families eager to enjoy a summer on the water. The lake might’ve been cleared of debris, but that didn’t mean it was safe.  
 
    Given that it was a weekday, there weren’t too many people around to have eyes on the crash. Still, his officers went door to door, hoping to find a witness that could shed light on the exact reason why Dutchman’s plane went down. There weren’t any, but that did little to assuage the Sheriff’s concerns.  
 
    There was definitely something else going on with the lake that made him nervous. Perhaps even something living in it that made the water dangerous. He had no proof other than the day’s events, but that certainly wasn’t enough to keep people from taking their boats out.  
 
    It wasn’t until Sheriff Thompson pulled into the parking lot that he finally decided against formally shutting the lake down. To be honest, he didn’t even know what such a task entailed. Calling the county executive? The state? The federal government? It was a public body of water. What was he going to do if people disobeyed? Arrest them? 
 
    The only real thing the Sheriff could do was issue a warning for people to stay off the water because of the crash and hope they listened. He doubted they would and planned to be in the area all weekend just in case. 
 
    As crazy as it seemed though, a plane crash, capsized boat, and mysterious tsunami weren’t the things that bothered Sheriff Thompson the most. It was his brief interactions with Henry Hawkins and his family. In the span of a day, Henry went from being just another guy on the lake to someone of the utmost suspicion. 
 
    Sheriff Thompson couldn’t quite make out what that was, and at first it was only a hunch. But the way April reacted to him only solidified the Sheriff’s opinion. Henry, as well as April, had something to hide. Whether or not that had anything to do with the events on the lake was another matter entirely, but it was definitely something Sheriff Thompson intended to get to the bottom of. In fact, he planned on devoting himself to the task until he could officially begin a missing persons investigation for Brad and his friend. 
 
    The Sheriff started by searching for Henry’s name in every database he had access to. Strangely enough, he barely found any information on the man. It wasn’t just that Henry Hawkins had no criminal record. It was that he practically had no record at all. Almost as if the man just suddenly appeared out of thin air. 
 
    Sheriff Thompson’s investigation didn’t stop there, though. His resources stretched further than that of your average small town cop. A couple of phone calls later and he learned that Hawkins wasn’t always Henry’s last name, which made sense. His niece and nephew, who were his sister’s kids, were also named Hawkins. Henry must’ve changed his last name to match his brother-in-law’s. But why? 
 
    As the mystery grew deeper, the light patter of rain began to tap against the station windows. Dark storm clouds moved in to take the sun’s place, and it was only a matter of time before they opened up completely, unleashing torrential downpour across the valley. 
 
    Sheriff Thompson texted his wife to let her know it was going to be a late night. After witnessing a plane crash and having his boat flip over, she was more than understanding. The Sheriff chose not to mention that he was investigating a separate matter entirely. At least, he didn’t think it was connected, and a part of him hoped it wasn’t, too. 
 
    Everyone left for the night, hoping to get home before the worst of the storm came down. Sheriff Thompson said his goodbyes, warmed up a frozen chicken dinner, and dove right back into his search for the truth.  
 
    First order of business was figuring out just who Henry Hawkins really was. There was only so much information the Sheriff could get his hands on in a single night without a warrant, and as he already discovered, the evidence of Henry Hawkins’s existence in the public record was slim to begin with. Most name changes came with a public declaration in a local paper, but Henry never made one. At least, not one the Sheriff could find online. 
 
    Believing he hit a wall, Sheriff Thompson paused to make a cup of coffee. Most of the lights were out in the station. The entire building was dark except for a small lamp the Sheriff kept on his desk. While standing in the small kitchenette, waiting for his cup to brew, the Sheriff stood in the darkness and stared back at his desk, mesmerized by the glow of his computer screen.  
 
    Every so often, a bolt of lightning shot a flash through the room, illuminating the entire space for an instant. It was only after the third crack of thunder that Sheriff Thompson realized the storm was raging outside. He just now began registering the hard rain smacking against the roof, which drowned out the mechanical grinding of the coffee maker beside him. 
 
    That was when the epiphany hit him. 
 
    Sheriff Thompson didn’t know which part of the mundane ambience sparked his inspiration, but he darted back to his desk, ready to resume his work before the coffee even finished. Henry’s true identity might have been hidden away, but he wasn’t the only member of his family to change his name. His sister did, as well, and it was fairly easy for the Sheriff to discover a marriage license with Brock listed under her maiden name. 
 
    With this fresh revelation in mind, Sheriff Thompson’s investigation began anew and was a lot more successful than before. While Henry Hawkins was a mystery, Henry Brock had a full life with some trouble. Several restraining orders and a misdemeanor conviction for public lewdness, to be precise. It was telling information but not exactly damning. It wasn’t until the Sheriff’s background check found a rather curious address in the Philippines that Henry’s history took a darker turn. 
 
    It wasn’t the address alone that made the Sheriff suspicious. The first time they met, Henry mentioned that he had just returned to the States from a decade living in Asia. It was the date that gave Sheriff Thompson pause. It appeared as if Henry changed his name right before coming home. Why would he do that? Unless he had no choice. 
 
    For the second time in the night, Sheriff Thompson dug deep into his list of contacts, searching for anyone with ties to the State Department that could help him. There was a twelve hour difference between the United States and the Philippines. Everyone was just about getting to work and the Sheriff was utterly surprised how quickly his attempts bore fruit. 
 
    Henry Hawkins never decided to come back to the United States. He was deported as Henry Brock. The stipulation was part of a plea deal he made after being arrested for underage prostitution. 
 
    Suddenly, it all clicked. 
 
    Henry was apprehensive, almost nervous, when Sheriff Thompson wanted to speak with April alone, and the way April freaked when her uncle touched her said it all. The Sheriff didn’t exactly know what went on between them, but given Henry’s history, it wasn’t anything good. 
 
    Sheriff Thompson recalled soon after he met April that Henry asked him to check and make sure the girl was wearing a life vest on the paddleboard. It was a test. He was pushing April, practically daring her to say something to the Sheriff, which she didn’t for one reason or another. Henry bullied her, his own niece, and it made Sheriff Thompson sick to think that he was used as a pawn in a predator’s power play. 
 
    This was all speculation, of course. The Sheriff had no proof of any foul play. Just a gut feeling and vague, barely even circumstantial evidence. He needed April to come forward, and given her reluctance to do so thus far, she was going to need some convincing. 
 
    Sheriff Thompson wanted to head over there right now, bust in the door, and shake the truth from Henry’s scrawny neck. That wasn’t an option, though. It was already the middle of the night, and the storm gave no sign of letting up. Henry was paranoid enough as it was and there was no sense making it worse. If the Sheriff was going to do this then he had to do it the right way. He would head back over to the house in the morning and request April join him for questioning down at the station. This time he would bring back-up to intimidate Henry with formality. If her uncle felt threatened, which he should, maybe April would feel comfortable enough to open up.  
 
    The Sheriff had to let the girl know that Henry had no power over her. It was Sheriff Thompson’s duty to make sure she and her brother were protected. But bringing Henry to justice was more than just an obligation to the Sheriff. After facing so many losses, he just needed to finally put one in the win column.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
    Sitting on the living room couch, April stared out the window, watching the storm from the guesthouse. Living in the city, where there were a million and one distractions, she never actually took the time to stop and truly appreciate the rain. It was mesmerizing the way the heavy drops of water cut through the air, slicing every inch of reality into strips before pelting the lake’s surface like bullets from a machine gun. A jagged bolt of lightning periodically illuminated the entire valley as it ripped across the sky. Thunder followed soon after. Sometimes it took a few seconds. Sometimes it came right away. And the cracking boom always lingered in April’s ears for a moment, a subtle backdrop to the constant patter of rain against the house. 
 
    In addition to mesmerizing, April found the nature of storms interesting and strangely fitting to her current situation. People tended not to think about them on beautiful days. When the sun was shining and blistering heat filled the air, the thought of torrential downpours were far from beach-goers’ minds. But those were the days that a storm gains strength. Warm, comfortable weather filled the dark clouds building on the horizon until the pressure became too much to bear and erupted in a frenzy of chaos and destruction. 
 
    April’s summer followed a similar path. When she was desperate to escape, April found solace and enjoyment in Oscar’s company. The strange critter was a welcome distraction from the problems she’d rather not face, but for too long April had ignored the problems that came with a rapidly growing carnivore running rampant in the area. April couldn’t say for certain if Oscar had anything to do with Brad and Randy’s disappearance or even Dutchman’s plane crash. But it all couldn’t have been a coincidence. She didn’t even want to think what would’ve happened to Sheriff Thompson if she didn’t say anything. 
 
    Brad, Randy, and Dutchman were assholes. They would get none of her tears. But they were also human beings that didn’t deserve to die. How far would Oscar go? Was April really that naive to think it would end there? How long could this go on? 
 
    She had spent too many beautiful days with Oscar. A storm was due. The only question was whether or not she would be caught off guard when it hit or prepare herself beforehand? 
 
    April had to make a decision. A choice that was hers and hers alone. Not driven by fear or guilt but by doing the right thing. Forget Henry and his bullshit. Screw Sheriff Thompson and his suspicions. April needed to come forward about Oscar for herself. To clear her conscience. All she needed now was to wait until morning when the storm faded and the cycle started all over again. 
 
    Coincidentally, April’s resolution came the same time her brother entered the living room. Mark approached her loud enough that he wasn’t trying to be sneaky, yet he stood just behind the couch for a moment, not saying a word. April thought it was kind of creepy until she looked at things through her brother’s eyes. She imagined what she would be thinking if she came across Mark, staring out the window on a rainy night. It made her sad just picturing it. 
 
    “Crazy outside, right?” Mark finally said, his somber tone confirming her suspicions. 
 
    “Yeah,” April muttered with her eyes still on the storm. 
 
    Their young conversation stalled as another deafening boom shook the house.  
 
    “Admit it,” Mark teased when the rumbling sky eventually settled. “You’re a little scared of the thunder.” 
 
    April didn’t respond. She kept her stare out the window, prompting her brother’s tone to shift dramatically. 
 
    “What’s going on with you?” he asked, his voice equally concerned and aggravated. 
 
    April finally swiveled around on the couch to face him, her expression drooping with apathy. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Mark held out his hands to mock April by putting her on display. “I know at home you got that whole angsty, teenage bitch persona perfected, but whatever mood you’re in now is different. Hell, everything about this whole summer has been different.” 
 
    Grimacing, April shook her head and went back to gazing out the window. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Mark stepped into his sister’s periphery. She didn’t look over to him, but April could definitely sense her little brother out the corner of her eye. 
 
    “In the beginning it was good, right?” he said, the concern now having completely taken over his voice. “We played games. We saw movies. Went out for ice cream.” 
 
    “Yeah,” April replied with an indifferent shrug. “That was fun.” 
 
    “What changed?” 
 
    April sighed and again shook her head. “You’re too young to understand.” 
 
    “Bullshit!” Mark bellowed, giving his sister a light shove to square her shoulders to him. “That’s something adults say when they’re too lazy to answer hard questions. And you, little miss 'I hate the world' are not an adult. You’re a kid. No matter how much you’d like to be, you’re still just a girl who likes texting with her friends, and obsessing over boys, and—” 
 
     “It’s not real, Mark!” April interrupted, shooting up out of her seat. 
 
    The unexpected outburst caught the boy by surprise, causing him to stumble back a step. He appeared startled by his sister’s proclamation, and April paused, allowing her sudden surge of adrenaline to calm with several long, drawn out breaths. 
 
    “None of this is real,” she lamented, her voice strained and tired. 
 
    Mark’s face sunk. His back drooped and his shoulders slouched, as if the world came crashing down around him. 
 
    “It feels real to me,” he confessed, his heavy eyes looking desperate yet hopeful. 
 
    April’s heart sank in her chest. She wanted so bad for the world to exist as her brother saw it, but happy endings had no place in real life. This summer was nothing more than a storybook distraction from the path fate chose for them. Mark was living a dream, and, as much as it pained her to have to do this, it was time for him to wake up. 
 
    Frowning regretfully, April shook her head and shrugged all at once. “Sure it feels real now. But when the summer ends and we have to go back home, this entire fantasy you’ve built up in your head fades away. All the friends you’ve made, the places you’ve been, even your special Uncle Henry. None of it matters. You think he’s family? You think he gives a shit about you? At the end of the day we don’t live in a cute lake house where we can wake up at the crack of dawn and go swimming like we’re in some perfect little painting. We live in a city with parents who don’t give a damn if we’re alive or dead and just dumped us off the first chance they got with a stranger we don’t even know.” 
 
    “Henry’s not a stranger,” Mark pleaded, sharp and defensive. “He’s family.” 
 
    The word shot through April’s heart. She expected to get angry, but her brother used the word so innocently, it caused her to chuckle instead. “Don’t you get it, Mark? We don’t have any family.” 
 
    His expression went blank, speechless and confused. April’s amusement then faded, replaced by the anger she knew was inevitable.  
 
    “We never did,” she added, turning to head up towards the stairs. 
 
    April hated leaving her brother shattered and heartbroken, but she saw no other way. It was going to happen eventually one way or another. Better she get it over with quick. Because although she didn’t know how, April had a feeling this summer was going to get worse before it got better. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTYONE 
 
      
 
    Sheriff Thompson pulled into the Hawkins’ driveway around ten o’clock. He brought a partner with him, the only female deputy in his office. He figured having another woman around would help ease April’s anxiety, and they were going to have to in order to get the girl to cooperate. 
 
    The two of them approached the front door side by side, and a sudden flash of déjà vu rushed through Sheriff Thompson’s head as he reached out to knock. They only had to wait a moment before Henry opened the door with a smile and a pink tank top exposing his pale, skinny arms. He looked different than yesterday, though. His strained cheeks made the smile appear forced and unnatural, almost as if he were frustrated having to greet the same man on his doorstop. 
 
    “Back again, Sheriff?” Henry said, his voice chipper, like welcoming an old friend. 
 
    “Yup, Henry,” Sheriff Thompson replied with the exact opposite amount of enthusiasm. “Back again.” 
 
    Henry casually leaned on the doorframe, a desperate attempt to appear relaxed. “Two times in three days? If I didn’t know any better I would’ve thought you were stalking me.” 
 
    The Sheriff was surprised that he smiled at the comment. “I wouldn’t dare.” 
 
    Henry continued to grin for as long as his anxious energy would allow before he had to stand tall and cross his arms in the doorway. “Well, is there something new I can help you with?” 
 
    Fighting the urge to barrel his way into the house, Sheriff Thompson consciously softened his expression. “April said a couple things about those boys that concerned me. I just wanted to follow up with her.” 
 
    “And you need back-up for that?” Henry asked, glancing over the Sheriff’s shoulder to the female deputy behind him. 
 
    Sheriff Thompson grimaced and shrugged as if he didn’t have a choice in the matter. “After what happened yesterday on the lake, people didn’t exactly want to leave me alone.” 
 
    “I hear you on that one,” Henry agreed, nodding. 
 
    The conversation’s momentum slowly died down, and Henry remained in the same position, smiling and staring ahead. It almost appeared that he was hoping his guests would just turn and walk away on their own, which prompted the Sheriff to speak up. “So is April around?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Henry blurted, like he just suddenly remembered why he had visitors. “Sure. I think she’s down by the dock.”  
 
    Sheriff Thompson and his partner each took a step towards the walkway but stopped when they noticed Henry hadn’t moved from the door. 
 
    “Mind coming with us?” the Sheriff asked, politely. 
 
    Henry furrowed his brow, surprised by the request. “Me? Why?” 
 
    Sheriff Thompson knew he needed Henry to trust him, so he took a step closer to him with an embarrassed smile and lowered his voice to confide in the man. “To be honest, April seemed a little nervous talking to me yesterday by herself. I think having another adult present might help.” 
 
    Henry’s brow remained scrunched as he processed the information. “Umm…Sure, I guess. Just let me change my shirt. Go around. I’ll meet you out back.” 
 
    “That’ll be great,” Sheriff Thompson said, fleshing out his smile. 
 
    Henry closed the door and the Sheriff gave his officer a confident nod. Things were going well so far. Henry did seem a bit nervous, but that was understandable. A plane crashed in his backyard and he had the local Sheriff at his house more than he probably wanted to. Which would’ve been annoying if he were innocent, but even more problematic if the man had something to hide. 
 
    As Sheriff Thompson came around the side of the house he wondered if he made the wrong move letting Henry out of his sight. If the man wanted to run there was no better time to head out the front door than after sending the cops around back. Had the Sheriff read the man that wrong? Was Henry really spooked enough to try and make an escape? 
 
    Sheriff Thompson didn’t have to contemplate that scenario long. The whish of the sliding glass door on the porch above indicated Henry was coming down to join them. He descended the porch steps wearing a tie-dye shirt he just changed into and said nothing as he moved in front of the two officers to lead them down the path.  
 
    When he couldn’t find April in the grass at the bottom of the hill, Sheriff Thompson’s eyes looked out over the water. The lake was busy even by weekend standards. Boats of all shapes and sizes crowded so close together that it was hard for water skiers to get a complete run in before having to turn around. In between here and there, the Sheriff spotted a person swimming just off the dock.  
 
    “We have visitors,” Henry called to the sky. 
 
    The three adults reached the lawn as the swimmer climbed up onto the dock. It was April. She had been swimming alone and now stood soaked in a one-piece bathing suit, dripping water all over the wooden planks. 
 
    The sound of a closing door drew the Sheriff’s attention. It was Mark exiting the guesthouse, who now approached them down the walkway. “Uncle Henry, what are cops doing here?”  
 
    “They want to talk to April,” Henry replied before glancing over his shoulder at the two officers behind him. “Again.” 
 
    Henry’s voice held an undertone of annoyance, which Sheriff Thompson sought to counteract.  
 
    “Only if April wants to,” he said, supportively.  
 
    Mark reached the grass lawn and curiously glanced at his sister still on the dock. “What did she do?” 
 
    Although he took note of April’s emotionless expression, Sheriff Thompson kept the majority of his focus on the concerned boy instead. “Your sister didn’t do anything, Mark.” 
 
    “She must’ve done something,” Mark said, once again flashing a concerned gaze in April’s direction. 
 
    “No,” the Sheriff responded, shaking his head with a smile. “She really didn’t.”  
 
    Mark’s lips puckered in a dubious pout as his eyes shifted skeptically between the three adults. “Then why do you want to talk to her?” 
 
    “I actually need her help with something,” Sheriff Thompson explained. “Shouldn’t be more than an hour or two of questions down at the station.” 
 
    “Hold on a second,” Henry chimed in, stepping up to make his displeasure known. “The station? What happened to having an adult around?” 
 
    Sheriff Thompson kept his back straight and tall, doing his best not to appear accusatory. “We want you to come, too.” 
 
    Immediately put off by the idea, Henry sucked in air while clenching his teeth. “I don’t know if this is such a good—” 
 
    “It’s fine, Henry,” April interrupted as she finally made her way down the dock. “Honestly. I can handle myself.” 
 
    April reached the grass and Henry stepped towards her. The closing distance between them flicked a subtle tension in the air. Mark seemed oblivious to it, but April swallowed hard, which Sheriff Thompson only saw because he was looking for signs of her discontent. His partner must’ve sensed the girl was uncomfortable as well, for the deputy slowly drifted around the uncle to step in if things went sideways.  
 
    Henry looked distressed, too, fidgeting his hands like he was physically restraining himself from lashing out. “I know that. I’m just…” 
 
    His eyes shifted to the side, overly wary of the deputy moving behind him. “Wait. What are you doing?” 
 
    “She’s not doing anything,” Sheriff Thompson remarked, casually. “Just looking around.” 
 
    Henry wasn’t appeased and raised his voice as his eyes nearly bulged from their sockets. “You got cops sneaking up behind me, Sheriff?” 
 
    “Nobody’s sneaking anywhere,” Sheriff Thompson assured. 
 
    It was too late. Henry’s paranoia had taken over.  
 
    “Bullshit!” he screamed, with veins popping from his tense neck. “I see what’s going on here!” 
 
    Henry swiftly reached under his tie-dye shirt and pulled out a small pistol, his shaky hand pointing in the deputy’s face. A sudden rush of dread caused the cops and children to instinctually step back. Their eyes grew wide in fear as their legs locked into place. 
 
    “Whoa, Henry. Whoa,” Sheriff Thompson stammered as quickly as his voice would allow. “Take it easy, okay?” 
 
    “Don’t move!” Henry shouted, frantically waving the weapon back and forth between the two officers. “Neither of you move a damn muscle!” 
 
    The man had flown into such a frenzy he didn’t realize he was briefly aiming the handgun at his niece and nephew as he carelessly swung it around in a panic. Things had quickly gotten out of control, and Sheriff Thompson cursed himself for allowing this to happen. He should have never let Henry out of his sight. From the moment he said he wanted to go back inside the house the Sheriff should have dragged him outside and put him in cuffs right then and there. He didn’t, though. And now the crazed man was waving a gun around with two innocent children, his family, in the crosshairs. 
 
    “Uncle Henry, what are you doing?” Mark asked, his voice cracking from confused anxiety. “What the hell is going on?” 
 
    The boy’s trembling legs looked ready to step forward when April yelled to him. “Mark, just shut up and stay there.” 
 
    “Listen to your sister, Mark,” Sheriff Thompson concurred, holding his hands out to draw the gunman’s attention. “Look at me, Henry.”  
 
    He didn’t, though. Henry’s gaze continued to dance wildly, too afraid to lock onto a single target. 
 
    “Look at me,” the Sheriff repeated. 
 
    Henry finally listened and brought his other hand to the pistol as he pointed it firmly at Sheriff Thompson’s chest. The Sheriff had to fight the urge to flinch. This wasn’t new territory for him. He had stared down the barrel of a gun before. But from the deranged look in Henry’s eyes, a look that seemed equally terrified as it did angry, this was the first time the Sheriff thought the person behind it would actually pull the trigger. 
 
    “You need to breathe, okay?” Sheriff Thompson said, his voice low and soft. “Just relax, stay calm, and lower the gun.”  
 
    “You’ve come to arrest me, right?!” Henry shouted, pulling his arms back and shoving the gun forward as he spoke. “Think you can take me away?! 
 
    Sheriff Thompson shook his hands as well as his head. “We just came to talk to April. That’s all.” 
 
    Henry’s nostrils flared into a sneer as the rage in his face overcame the fear. “Yeah. Yeah. Yeah. Talk to April. I get it. I’ve been down this road before and there’s no way I’m going back.” 
 
    “Think about what you’re doing,” the Sheriff pleaded. “These are your sister’s children and you’re scaring them.” 
 
    Henry scoffed at the thought. “Oh, don’t give me that. She doesn’t care about these kids. Not like I do.” 
 
    “Is that why you came into my room in the middle of the night?” April said, catching everyone by surprise. “Because you care about me?” 
 
    “I did it because I love you!” Henry exclaimed, shocked that he even had to say the words. 
 
    April’s body relaxed as she stood tall. Her knees no longer buckled and bent. Her back was straight and sturdy. The terror in her eyes had been replaced by conviction, and she stared Henry down with a piercing glare of judgment.  
 
    “No,” Henry said, almost ashamedly afraid of the girl’s righteous gaze. “Don’t look at me like that, April. Like I’m the villain of this story. Because I’m not. If you want to blame someone blame your parents.”  
 
    “They didn’t make you do what you did to me,” she stated, dryly.  
 
    “No. But they allowed it to happen when all they could’ve done was just hopped in the car and come to pick you up.” 
 
    April’s confidence wavered as she processed her uncle’s comment. “But…they’re in Europe.” 
 
    “They never went to Europe, April,” Henry said, his voice friendlier than Sheriff Thompson expected by the scowl on his face. “They never went anywhere. Your mom and dad have been home in the city this entire time and still left you here anyway.”  
 
    After the revelation, April’s mouth hung open, as if she wanted to speak but had no words to express the thoughts running through her head. 
 
    “They know exactly who I am and what I would’ve done,” Henry said, filling the silence with a restrained, measured tone. “They know all about my past and my need to feel loved. They just didn’t care. All so that they could get rid of you while saving a couple bucks. Cheaper than getting a babysitter, they said. Which was fine by me. Spending time with my dear sweet niece was all the payment I needed.” 
 
    Henry flashed a joyful, almost nostalgic smirk, and Sheriff Thompson’s open hands reflexively clenched into threatening fists. 
 
    “Get back!” Henry shouted, once again waving the gun between the two officers. “Back, I said, ba—!” 
 
    A loud, unexpected pop cut off his threats as the gun went off while he twisted back and forth. Sheriff Thompson froze in place, startled and shocked by the bang, until April unleashed an agonizing shriek of horror that boomed across the valley. She was staring at her brother, who had a small, dark circle in the center of his shirt. The crimson stain continued to expand as the boy’s eyes rolled into the back of his head and he collapsed onto the grass. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTYTWO 
 
      
 
    April’s tormented scream rang out like a shockwave across the water. It towered over the symphony of humming engines to catch the attention of everyone on the lake. But her shriek didn’t stop there. April’s voice pierced through the surface, diving down deep into the depths of the lake. 
 
    A rumbling soon followed. A subtle quiver in the water that quaked upwards from below. A hundred boaters above all looked around confused. The boat hulls all trembled beneath their feet, the vibrations growing until a sudden wave rocked them from side to side. The abrupt disturbance intensified until the water itself seemed to rise, pushing the boats aside like toys in a tub. 
 
    Boats in the center of the lake clung to the surface while being lifted straight up, climbing nearly ten, twenty feet in the air before toppling over. One after the other, boats all around the lake were tossed aside by the large mass rising from underneath them.  
 
    Eventually, the mountain of water parted, revealing a gargantuan beast beneath it. The monster emerged as a hulking figure of grey, scaly flesh. Torrential waterfalls continued to flow down its body as it stood even taller, towering not just over the boats, the houses, the trees, but even the valley itself. 
 
    Sheriff Thompson stood in awe of the creature, his neck straining as he gawked up at it. Out of all the screams and chaos going on around the monster, its focus honed right down on top of Henry’s property, perhaps drawn in by April’s cry.  
 
    The creature appeared to be standing out of the water on six legs, although its front two resembled dangling tentacles rather than the thick, sturdy trunks of the other four. Protruding out from the rows of spikes on its ribs were two long, lanky arms with pincer-like talons on the end. They hung downward, barely caressing the water as an extra set of limbs. 
 
    Now barely dripping with water, the monster finally lifted its head, revealing a deep red cross in the center of its face that hypnotized Sheriff Thompson with terror. Without even looking, the Sheriff could sense that he shared the same petrified expression with both Henry and the deputy.  
 
    Not April, though. She didn’t look up once as the colossal beast emerged from the lake behind her. The girl’s focus remained downward, staring in dismay at her brother lying dead at her feet. Mark’s face rested peacefully, his shirt now completely soaked with blood as a red pool began to ooze around the grass at his sides. 
 
    Either oblivious or uncaring, April had still failed to acknowledge the abhorrent beast looming over the top of her. She clenched her face, her eyes, cheeks, and mouth all scrunched together to keep from crying. After several quick sobs, a small trickle of tears seeped out from under her eyes.  
 
    April then abruptly sucked in a deep breath of air that drained her body of emotion. She appeared restrained and at ease as a wave of calm stillness washed over her face, filling it with a blank expression that continued to stare down at the corpse below. 
 
    “You…you…you killed him,” she stammered slowly, her demeanor lost between shock and disbelief. 
 
    Henry wasn’t even looking at her. His eyes were aimed straight upwards at the beast leering overhead. “April, step away from the water.” 
 
    “Mark loved you, Henry,” she said as if she were thinking out loud, still trying to grapple with the painful reality that her brother was dead. “I hated you but he…he thought you were everything.” 
 
    Painful remorse slowly etched into Henry’s face, which still stared upwards in a horrified trance. “I’m sorry. I swear. I didn’t mean to hurt him.” 
 
    April’s gaze shot up from the ground, her eyes sharp and piercing. “You think that makes it better? That it somehow makes this okay?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that,” Henry prattled, his voice short and frantic. “I just—” 
 
    “You look at me when I’m talking to you!” April barked at him. 
 
    Henry’s line of sight dropped straight down to see the vengeful scowl on his niece’s face. His mouth hung open wide as he huffed and puffed, unable to bring a thought to words. The tense standoff hardened with every second, and Sheriff Thompson knew he had to do something to relieve the hostility.  
 
    “April,” he said, hard yet assuring. “I promise that your uncle will pay for what he did to you and your brother. But I need you to come to me right now.” 
 
    “Listen to him, April,” Henry pleaded, fearfully. “Please.” 
 
    While the men tried hard to keep their focus on April, they both continued to subtly glance upwards at the creature above her. The girl, on the other hand, never once wavered from glaring at her uncle. 
 
    “Why?” she asked him, viciously flinging the word like a dagger. “Give me one good reason why I should listen to a monster like you?” 
 
    Henry again opened his mouth to speak, but only a hushed whimper escaped his trembling lips. 
 
    “My brother and I never asked to come here,” April rued, scornfully. “We never asked to live in that stupid guesthouse all summer. We never asked for any of this!” 
 
    The monster’s enormous head inched closer with every sentence, leaning over more and more until the Sheriff could smell the bowels of the lake seeping off of it. The beast’s massive shadow eclipsed the morning sun, covering the lawn in darkness. Sheriff Thompson and his deputy both took a step back, but Henry stayed in place, his knees buckling so hard they nearly smacked together as they shook. 
 
    April ignored all that, though, focused solely on aiming every wrathful word in her uncle’s direction. “I wouldn’t cry myself to sleep every night if it weren’t for you. Mark would still be alive if it weren’t for you. And now you want me to just pretend this never happened? To ignore the fact that you just murdered my brother? To deny what you did...again!?” 
 
    In synch with April’s voice, the creature growled, splitting its forehead apart to reveal a crisscrossed set of jagged teeth.  
 
    “Nobody’s asking you to do any of that,” Sheriff Thompson implored with an outstretched hand. “All we want is for you to—” 
 
    “I don’t care what you want!” she snapped. “I don’t care what any of you want!” 
 
    The seam in the creature’s forehead detached even further to open its mouth up wide. The razor-sharp teeth spiraled into an endless tunnel, and a dripping glob of saliva oozed from between its fangs. 
 
    Realizing that drawing his gun was pointless, Sheriff Thompson, along with his deputy, watched the behemoth in horror, but Henry’s terror was on a whole other level. The creature’s glowing eye sharpened right on him, focused and attentive to nothing but his fear. Henry’s face went white, his ghastly eyes so wide they nearly popped from their sockets. 
 
    The Sheriff noted how difficult it was to even watch a man so engulfed by fear, but April appeared to revel in it, smiling as a thin stream of piss trickled out from within her uncle’s shorts.  
 
    “This is about what I want,” she said through her smirk. “And I want you to pay.” 
 
    The creature snarled, showering Henry with mucus before recoiling its neck into a strike position. 
 
    “No,” Henry babbled, dropping the gun and backing away from the looming monstrosity. “Wait. No!” 
 
    Henry turned to run, his legs kicking so hard he stumbled to the ground. Pushing off the grass, he scrambled back to his feet but was unable to take another step. The monster whipped its tentacle straight down, snatching Henry by the ankle before he could gain traction. The beast then yanked the tentacle towards the sky, tossing Henry through the air. He unleashed a terrified scream that echoed as he arced, tumbling head over heels before landing straight into the pit of the creature’s mouth. 
 
    Sheriff Thompson watched the whole scene unfold in awe, appalled and spellbound at the same time. He continued staring at the creature as it chewed. Muffled crunches and squishes bellowed out from deep within the fiend’s throat, and the Sheriff couldn’t look away until April’s voice snatched him from his trance. 
 
    “You scared, Sheriff?” she asked, plainly 
 
    He swallowed deeply while trying to inject some sign of life into his dumbfounded expression. “I’m terrified.” 
 
    April tilted her head to the side, confused and somewhat hurt by his honest reply. “Why? You didn’t hurt me. You tried to protect me. Just like I tried to protect Mark.”  
 
    Her sober gaze fell to the ground, where she once again locked onto her brother’s lifeless body. “That’s what a family is supposed to do for each other, right? Protect one another from harm? But I failed. Henry failed. And my parents…” 
 
    April’s mournful expression morphed a vengeful sneer as she looked up, beaming at the Sheriff in front of her. “They never even tried.” 
 
    Filled with rage, the girl’s eyes sent a chill down Sheriff Thompson’s spine. He didn’t know where this monster came from, but April’s command over it, combined with the trauma of her brother’s death, had her drunk with power. The Sheriff had to tread carefully or risk winding up as another snack. 
 
     “April, I’m sure that’s not true,” he reasoned. “Your parents probably did everything they—” 
 
    “You heard him,” she interrupted. “They’re here. In New York. They never even left the city!” 
 
    The monster grumbled, causing Sheriff Thompson to flinch and allowing April to continue her rant. “All my life they’ve treated my brother and I like a burden. Like garbage. Like raising us was some kind of punishment.” 
 
    She turned around slowly to face the creature for the first time since it rose from the lake. “But now we’re the ones who punish. Don’t we, boy?” 
 
    The beast bobbed his head, which Sheriff Thompson amazingly considered a nod. The creature understood her. It heard and absorbed not just April’s emotions but every word she’d been saying. Without her even giving an order, the monster knew exactly what she wanted and turned its massive body to face the far side of the lake. 
 
    The giant took a step forward, sloshing the water in its path. Then it took another, and another, swinging its tentacles side to side and turning the entire lake into a massive wave pool. Boats and tiny specks of swimmers rode the torrential currents like a hurricane before slamming into the shore. The creature never noticed the insignificant obstacles in its path and continued lumbering forward, clawing its way up the valley and over the horizon, where it disappeared from Sheriff Thompson’s sight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTYTHREE 
 
      
 
    After the creature disappeared from view, it took a second for Sheriff Thompson to shake away his stupor. A scrambled mess of emotions ran through his head so fast that it was impossible to lock onto a clear thought. He came to this house looking for answers and now he was so overwhelmed with questions that they were making him dizzy. 
 
    “We have to follow that thing,” he declared when his mind finally cleared. 
 
    The Sheriff opened his shoulder to start back towards the pathway and called for April to join him. “You’re coming with me.” 
 
    She turned around but kept her eyes low, staring at Mark’s corpse. “I’m not leaving my brother.” 
 
    Sheriff Thompson wanted to show the grief-stricken girl some compassion. It was a terrible situation, but this wasn’t the time to sympathize with her. Especially when she was responsible for a lot of it. 
 
    Sheriff Thompson took several hard steps across the grass and grabbed ahold of April’s wrist. “It’s not open for discussion.” 
 
    She pulled her arm back, ripping her wrist from the Sheriff’s grasp. “I said no.” 
 
    April looked up and shot Sheriff Thompson a menacing glare. Under normal circumstances he would’ve just taken the rude refusal and walked away. He had to. But right now, there was too much at stake, and the Sheriff followed his instincts by drawing his sidearm and aiming it at the teenage girl.  
 
    “I’m not asking, young lady,” he said through his weapon’s sights. 
 
    Sheriff Thompson wasn’t quite sure how the girl would react and was surprised, almost spooked, when she laughed at the barrel of his gun. 
 
    “What?” she taunted. “Are you really gonna shoot me?” 
 
    The Sheriff adjusted his grip yet kept his arms firm and steady. “As far as I’m concerned you just used that creature as a murder weapon to kill your uncle and then sent it on a mission to rampage through New York City. So yeah. I will shoot you if I have to because as of right now, you’re my only hope of stopping it.” 
 
    April grimaced and raised an eyebrow. “Isn’t that a reason NOT to shoot me?” 
 
    “Shooting isn’t the same thing as killing,” Sheriff Thompson replied, shaking his head. 
 
    April stepped forward but did so with a sigh and roll of her eyes. “Fine. But I don’t know how much help I can be.” 
 
    Sheriff Thompson waited until she reached him before lowering the gun and again grabbing ahold of her arm. “We’ll see about that.” 
 
    After holstering his weapon, Sheriff Thompson started up the walkway and looked over his shoulder to talk to his deputy still waiting at the bottom of the hill. “Stay with the boy’s body and call for help. EMS. State troopers. The National Guard. Just get everyone!” 
 
    The Sheriff kept a firm grip on April’s arm as he walked all the way up the path, past the house, and towards the driveway in silence. She didn’t exactly resist, but she didn’t make it easy either, turning her body to dead weight that the Sheriff constantly had to tug on. Upon reaching his cruiser, he opened the back door and tossed April inside with about as much love as he gave to locals headed to a night in the drunk tank.  
 
    Sheriff Thompson felt strange and uncomfortable treating the girl with such hostility. He came to this house to protect her. He thought she was a victim. Hell, she was a victim. Yet the sheriff couldn’t help but feel betrayed by what she’d done. He knew she had a secret, which actually turned out to be several. But a monster living inside the lake? And something that size? It was damn near impossible to fathom. 
 
    Sheriff Thompson didn’t quite believe that April had been controlling the beast all along, ordering it to rein chaos upon the valley. But something snapped inside that girl after watching her brother die at her feet. She went from being torn and conflicted to determined and just downright brutal. She turned the monster into a weapon, directing it to eat her uncle without batting an eye. Not that Sheriff Thompson could blame her after what Henry had done but still...The girl’s innocence was gone. If she even had any left to start with at the beginning of the day. 
 
    It was all the Sheriff could think about as he zoomed up the valley’s back roads, periodically glancing in the rearview mirror for a shot of April in the backseat. Like a typical teenager, she quietly fumed by staring out the window, her rigid features scowling in silence. But she wasn’t a typical teenager. Not anymore. Sheriff Thompson had to remind himself of that fact as he sought to finally gain some answers. 
 
    “So what the hell was that thing?” he asked, breaking the quiet between them. 
 
    April barely moved as her shoulders lifted into a haphazard shrug. “No idea.”  
 
    “Seemed like you two were pretty friendly,” the Sheriff replied. 
 
    He made a conscious effort to keep his voice light and casual. Far from anything remotely sounding like an interrogation.  
 
    “Because we are,” April replied in the same mellow tone. “I named him Oscar.” 
 
    “Oscar?” Sheriff Thompson repeated, skeptically. 
 
    He found the name unimposing for such a monstrous force. The mention of it perked April up, though. She finally looked away from the window to cheerfully meet the Sheriff’s eyes in the mirror. 
 
    “Oscar,” she said, enthusiastically. “You know, after Lake Oscawana. You like it?” 
 
    Her face cracked half a smile at even the briefest mention of the creature. Whatever it was meant a lot to her, and the Sheriff needed all the information he could get about this so-called “Oscar” if he had any chance of stopping it. 
 
    “What is he?” he asked, again pitching his question to sound curious rather than probing. 
 
    “I told you,” April answered, her voice terse once more as she turned to look back out the window. “I don’t know.” 
 
    Sheriff Thompson sensed her resistance and pushed back equally as hard. “You named him and don’t know what he is?” 
 
    April shook her head with her gaze still firmly out the window on the trees passing them by. “What do you want me to say? I found him in the woods.” 
 
    An odd image popped into the Sheriff’s head of April, a small teenage girl, stumbling upon that gargantuan beast just sitting peacefully in the forest. “You found that huge thing in the woods?” 
 
    April allowed her head to drop into her chest as she chuckled under her breath. “He wasn’t huge back then. He was small. Like a puppy.” 
 
    Sheriff Thompson imagined an equally bizarre picture of Oscar running around like a playful dog, chewing on toys and pissing on wee-wee pads in Henry’s living room. He had to shake the thought from his head and told himself it was just the stress and fear starting to get to him. It took a lot to admit he was afraid. Hell, anybody would be when going up against something that size, but all he had to do was remember what was at stake and the lives that had already been lost to snap back to focus. 
 
    It was with that reminder that Sheriff Thompson soberly looked up into the mirror and asked the most painfully direct question he could. “Did Oscar kill Brad and Randy?” 
 
    April turned slowly, locking onto the Sheriff’s eyes in the reflection. “I assume so.” 
 
    It was a vague answer but most likely the truth. Her expression was straight and earnest. Not a shred of remorse or hesitation.  
 
    “Did he crash Paul Dutchman’s plane?” the Sheriff asked as a follow up. 
 
    Again, every inch of her face barely moved as her mouth provided a genuine response. “He’s certainly big enough to.” 
 
    “Damn it, April!” Sheriff Thompson shouted, smacking the steering wheel in aggravation. “Just give me a straight answer!” 
 
    He regretted the outburst as soon as it was over. More than that, the Sheriff felt ashamed by it. That kind of behavior was the exact opposite of what he was hoping to portray in April’s eyes. She had enough volatility and rage in her life. She needed compassion. She needed a friend. A grown man, a figure that was supposed to represent authority and protection, was not supposed to lash out at her. A Sheriff was supposed to keep it together. He was supposed to make her believe that she could stop this. That she could change her mind. That it wasn’t too late. 
 
    Sheriff Thompson felt he failed at that task. 
 
    But April didn’t react to his burst of frustration. Her gaze still bounced off the mirror at him, unchanged and inscrutable. 
 
    “I don’t know what he is or where he came from,” she said, her voice steady yet still filled with life. “All I know is that he and Mark have been my only friends this whole summer. Now one of them is dead and the other is rightly pissed about it.” 
 
    The Sheriff frowned, having realized he lost the conversational high ground. 
 
    “That doesn’t give him the right to eat people,” he said, not wanting to give up hope. 
 
    “Yeah?” April snickered while leaning forward to peer through the windshield. “Try telling him that.” 
 
    Sheriff Thompson curiously followed her line of sight to an opening in the trees where Oscar loomed in the distance. He was probably still a few miles away, so far he almost looked like a toy. His body slowly lumbered forward with every massive step. Not surprisingly, he walked over the parkway headed south, probably towards the city that April sent him to destroy. 
 
    A few seconds later and the Sheriff turned onto the onramp, fully prepared to chase the creature down. As his lane merged with the parkway, Sheriff Thompson glanced in the side view mirror and had to slam on his brakes. April jerked forward, nearly smashing into the back of his seat. The Sheriff expected the girl to curse him out for stopping so suddenly, like any teenager would, but she didn’t. Instead, the two of them looked out the window and watched as an endless caravan of military trucks and armored vehicles sped down the parkway, passing them in a blur. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTYFOUR 
 
      
 
    Oscar had little on his mind but the direction he was headed, a faint tug in the forefront of his head aligning him southward bound. Neither the roads in his path nor the forests surrounding them gave him much pause as he moved. He trudged through the hills, kicking up scores of trees with every step and leaving a trail of cratered footsteps in his wake. Most of the cars unfortunate enough to cross his path veered out of the way. Many wound up in ditches and embankments, desperate to avoid the tentacles swinging like heavy pendulums of death.  
 
    Unfortunately, not everyone was able to find safety. A few drivers, those too paralyzed by fear to act, were left stranded in the road. Some managed to luckily escape the beast unharmed as he passed them by. Others found themselves crushed beneath his massive claw, rendered as nothing more than a flattened chunk of flesh and metal road kill.  
 
    So focused on his journey, Oscar couldn’t tell the difference between the steps that spared life and the ones that took it. Not that he would care much if he could. Any casualties that suffered along the way were nothing more than collateral damage in his pursuit of April’s happiness. 
 
    Her mission had consumed him and become the only force driving him forward. Nothing else mattered or registered in his mind. At least it didn’t, until a gentle wave of stings poked at his backside. 
 
    Oscar stopped for the first time since leaving the lake and glanced back over his shoulder. A row of vehicles far different than the ones he’d encountered thus far lined the road. They looked heavy, armored, and equipped with weapons that shook violently. Oscar assumed they were firing at him, but the bullets were so tiny he couldn’t even make them out.  
 
    Miniscule figures, ants from Oscar’s perspective in the clouds, poured out of the trucks. Covered in matching green uniforms, the soldiers all lined up in rows similar to the vehicles. They, too, were armed with weapons that began shaking in their hands. Again, Oscar couldn’t see any bullets, but assumed they were firing by the faint yet rapid tapping he felt against his scales. These shots were even softer than ones from before.  
 
    Ignoring the attack, Oscar huffed and turned back around to resume his march forward. He took one step and looked down the parkway to see another set of armored vehicles headed right for him. They drove in a straight line, perfectly in synch. Just like behind him, several quick bursts of light flashed on the top of the vehicles as their weapons fired. Oscar couldn’t see the tiny bullets coming towards him, but he felt them more this time as they peppered his face.  
 
    Oscar recoiled when the dots pelted his eye, permeating the softest tissue of his body. The feeling was alien to him. Strange and bizarre. He never felt anything like it and wondered if it was the sensation called pain. Whatever it was, Oscar hoped to never experience it again. 
 
    As the vehicles before him drew closer, Oscar lashed out with his tentacle, swiping at the truck in the front of the line. The attack smacked the vehicle hard to the side, sending it tumbling over the guardrail and flying off the parkway.  
 
    Breaking their perfect formation, the rest of the vehicles all rapidly spun around, screeching their tires against the pavement. A trail of black smoke wafted over the top of them, but Oscar barely noticed as the dark cloud completely dispersed before it even rose past his leg. 
 
    Now zooming back the way they came, the vehicles continued to unleash a barrage of gunfire at Oscar, never letting up for an instant. Again, Oscar felt the sharp pangs of metal colliding with his eye and roared in agony. He swatted at his attackers with the other tentacle, but the vehicles had become moving targets, zigzagging back and forth across the parkway. They sped up, trying to put more distance between them and the behemoth in rapid pursuit. Oscar sped up as well, kicking his legs into a trot that pounded the earth like an intermittent quake.  
 
    The chase lasted for well over a mile. The parkway was empty, completely devoid of traffic in all directions. The open road allowed the trucks the room to maneuver and weave wildly through every lane while firing continuously.  
 
    Right on their tail, Oscar swung his tentacles as he ran, but the vehicles were always just out of reach. Oscar didn’t stop, though. He swiped and slapped randomly, throwing his weight around like a rabid beast. The attacking vehicles evaded every one of Oscar’s attempts to hit them…until they didn’t. 
 
    Oscar leapt forward, lifting his tentacle up high and preparing to strike. He brought the thick appendage down hard against the road, smacking it in the middle of the disorganized caravan. Part of the tentacle managed to connect with one of the speeding trucks, crushing the hood and sending the back end of the vehicle flying through the air.  
 
    The rest of the pavement cracked and crumbled into pieces from the blow. A tremor split the road in half, and the vehicles unfortunate enough to be on Oscar’s side of the crevasse connected with the obstruction. Some crashed straight into the tentacle and massive chunks of debris. Others flew through the air over the guardrail, eventually crashing into a tree of the surrounding forest. 
 
    The front of the armored fleet continued on, as did Oscar. He resumed his sprint right after them with his tentacles raised, shielding his vulnerable eye from their fire.  
 
    The army of trucks kept on the parkway as it flowed with the terrain, bending through the valleys and dipping over the hills. Oscar followed on the same track until the parkway curved abruptly before a steep incline in the woods. The fleet banked sharply with the road, but Oscar kept going straight, leaving the parkway to climb up the hillside. The large yet agile creature scaled the incline with ease. Two quick pounces upward and he was perched atop the elevation with a clear view across the land. 
 
    Oscar saw the road he’d been on eventually exit the forest. The scenery gradually entered denser and denser pockets of civilization that emptied out into a grimy, urban sprawl in the distance. Beyond that was where Oscar’s destination lay. 
 
    He didn’t head that way, though. He turned west and leapt from the hilltop, bounding across the wilderness and roads in his path. As Oscar cut across towns and small neighborhood communities, the monster encountered more cars and pedestrians along the way. He didn’t register any of them as threats and continued on, ignoring the orchestra of honking horns and shrieks of terror that filled the air. 
 
    That changed when a loud roar of an engine stretched across the sky. Oscar tried to focus in on the noise that he assumed was still several miles away. It echoed, reverberating through the clouds in two distinct trajectories. That was when Oscar realized it wasn’t echoing at all. The sounds came from two separate sources. Which became apparent when he looked back and saw two blemishes in the clear blue sky expand as they zoomed towards him. 
 
    Oscar picked up the pace, galloping through a populated thoroughfare filled with buildings and traffic. Curious crowds scattered as the beast barreled head first into a four-story apartment complex. Bricks and debris rained across the avenue, creating a wasteland in the monster’s trail. 
 
    The thunderous booms behind him continued to grow louder as Oscar reached the land’s end. He didn’t stop, though. Moving full speed ahead, he leapt from the cliff as the roars reached their peak and two fighter jets passed on either side of him. They released two missiles that connected with Oscar’s scales while he plummeted down off the palisades. 
 
    The explosions ripped into his sides, blasting a wave of heat into his body. It burned more than Oscar thought it would, but the pain immediately subsided when he splashed into the water. Waves erupted all around him, soaring high into the air before raining down like a misty shower. The water’s cool tingle felt nice and eased the hot spots where the missiles managed to scorch Oscar’s skin. 
 
    Looking up, Oscar saw the jets continue on their parallel path over the water before breaking off in opposite directions when they reached land on the opposite side.  The river Oscar found himself in was nearly two miles wide, far larger than the lake he called home for several months now. It was also much deeper. Standing straight up, the water nearly completely covered his legs and almost came up to his chest. That didn’t deter him, though. Oscar began wading south through the river, moving one leg at a time by pushing it through the powerful force of the currents fighting against him. 
 
    The intense hum of the jet engines, which mellowed as they sped off further inland, began to grow as they came around for a second pass. The distinct sounds even multiplied. There were four of them now, all strong, powerful roars that screamed at Oscar as they approached. 
 
    Underlying the noise from the incoming jets was another vibration that sounded oddly familiar to Oscar. It didn’t come from one distinct object but many. A mess of buzzing motorized insects that churned in the water. They were boats. A lot of them. The way they moved reminded Oscar of the vehicles that confronted him, armed and ready to take him on. These watercrafts were organized in a similar formation to those on the road. Oscar had to assume they carried similar weapons, as well. He knew only someone looking for trouble would be daring enough to confront him head on. 
 
    The boats and planes met Oscar at the same time, unloading on him with bullets from above and below. The boats quickly dispersed through the water to encircle the massive beast while the planes crisscrossed overhead, alternately bombarding him with missiles and gunfire. A continuous salvo of firepower peppered Oscar’s entire body. His scales and thick hide took the brunt of the attacks, and Oscar continued to advance. Even the explosions that burned deep within did nothing to stop his forward march. He felt some pain, but mostly discomfort. The constant bombardment was more of a nuisance than anything else. His attackers reminded him of insects. Ants that scurried back and forth while flies buzzed around in circles. 
 
    Oscar kept on moving until the gnats became too annoying to bear. He lashed out, swiping at the speeding boats with his tentacles. Some he missed. Those he connected with burst into a cloud of metal and debris that scattered across the river. The long, skinny stalk-like arms protruding from his ribs flailed up and down, snatching the passing boats right out of the water before flinging them through the air. The lanky appendages did the same for the planes, plucking them right out the sky as they zoomed by, crushing them between its talons. 
 
    The intense battle continued the whole way down the river, neither side refusing to let up as they approached a long bridge in the distance. Oscar never faltered as his legs trudged through the water, but his tentacles and talons were wildly engaged with the boats and planes swarming around him. They never ceased fire, continuing to unload on the monster with everything they had while avoiding the tentacles bearing down on top of them and the talons trying to nab them in their clutches. The number of vehicles started to dwindle. One by one, Oscar took out the water and aircraft until the attacking force was a mere fraction of what it started with. 
 
    Having reached the bridge, Oscar turned his attention towards the massive metal barrier in his way. Still, he didn’t stop. Oscar lowered his shoulder and barreled headlong into the steel structure, practically ripping the entire thing in half. Whatever remained, Oscar wrapped his tentacles around and pulled. His talons tore bit by bit of the columns and beams until a path ahead was clear. 
 
    Now free on the other side, Oscar once again resumed his journey southward through the river. The sole plane left flying turned around to head north. The few remaining boats didn’t follow Oscar, either. They stayed on the other side of the bridge, watching him head towards the city through the massive gap in the mangled roadway, which had been cleaved straight down the middle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTYFIVE 
 
      
 
    April leaned forward from the back seat to peer through the cruiser’s windshield, watching anxiously as the armored convoy engaged Oscar in combat on the parkway. The high-speed battle was tense. A hail of bullets tore into Oscar’s body, but he never slowed down. Not even for a second. 
 
    Sheriff Thompson kept his distance for the most part. The cruiser stayed far enough away to avoid danger from the fighting yet close enough to hear the delayed booms and pops of explosions and gunfire. 
 
    The Sheriff had been pretty quiet since they found Oscar. Quiet to April, at least. He continued to mumble into the radio on the dashboard. It mainly sounded like gibberish to April, but she gathered enough to understand he was coordinating with local authorities. 
 
    Eventually, when April figured Oscar grew fed up enough to strike back, the monster smashed his tentacle down hard into the parkway, severing the road in two. The devastating attack decimated the fleet pursuing him, but it also prevented the Sheriff’s cruiser from following as well. Oscar continued on, leaving a wall of crushed blacktop that now blocked their path. 
 
    The Sheriff slammed on his brakes as soon as the dust cleared and the torn-up barricade came into view. Without saying a word, he pulled down on the shifter, throwing the cruiser into reverse and speeding backwards down the parkway. He turned around in his seat to look through the back window, never bothering to glance in April’s direction. Not that she wanted him to. In fact, she did the same thing to watch through the back windshield as the car zoomed in the wrong direction.  
 
    April was impressed with how steady Sheriff Thompson kept the car while speeding backwards. Luckily, the road was empty, probably having been closed off on the Sheriff’s orders. They kept moving down the open parkway until the car eventually flew past the closest exit. The Sheriff then threw the car into drive and floored it down the off ramp right into the center of a small town. 
 
    The road was packed, filled with curious and concerned civilians, all chatting while wondering what the hell was going on. April thought they were blocked in with nowhere to go until the Sheriff flicked a switch on his center console. A siren rang out over their heads and everyone outside the car turned to them. Their frightened faces, now lit up with flashing reds and blues, stared paralyzed and bug eyed, completely jacked up on paranoia. 
 
    Once he had the pedestrians’ attention, Sheriff Thompson turned the wheel hard and drove right up onto the sidewalk. He pushed another button on the center console, this time holding it down and blaring a loud horn specifically meant for a pack of teenage girls who wouldn’t get out of the way. They eventually did for fear of getting run over. The next batch didn’t, though, and Sheriff Thompson stuck his head out the window, yelling at anyone too stupid to move. 
 
    They continued through the town for nearly a mile, the Sheriff veering in and out of traffic on both sides of the road, tearing through parking lots and parks. April didn’t recognize any of the scenery or have the faintest idea where they were going. All she could tell was that it was over when the cruiser pulled up another onramp to enter a completely different parkway. 
 
    Unlike the last, this parkway was still filled with cars, but the flashing lights and sirens allowed the cruiser to breeze through the flow of traffic as it moved out of their way. Staring out the window, April admired the rolling woody hills that seemed oddly familiar to her. After a mile, she realized this was the same route her mother took on their way up to the lake. It had only been a few weeks, but already that trip felt like a lifetime ago. April’s head was in a different space back then. She was bitter and pissed off that she had to spend her summer away from the city. Looking back on it now, April understood that she didn’t even know what real anger was. 
 
    Still staring out the window, she watched the trip play out in reverse. The forest transitioned into suburbs, which then slowly morphed into denser and denser urban areas. Eventually, the parkway drifted over to run parallel along the Hudson River, where the cruiser met up with Oscar now wading through the water. He was alone, slowly making his way south towards the Bronx and eventually Manhattan. April expected to see some sort of military resistance fighting him as she did on the parkway earlier, but it became apparent why there wasn’t any when she looked up the river behind Oscar and found a large section of the Tappan Zee Bridge ripped in half down the middle. 
 
    “Wow,” April said, still eyeing the bridge’s destruction. “Oscar is really determined.” 
 
    The Sheriff looked back over his shoulder several times but only briefly. He kept his eyes focused on the road, speeding to get ahead of Oscar’s path. “You have to stop him, April.” 
 
    “Stop him?” April repeated while turning to face front. “I’m the one who sent him, remember?” 
 
    Sheriff Thompson glanced at April in the rearview mirror. “You were angry.” 
 
    April’s eyes drifted up towards the ceiling as she scrutinized his assessment. “Angry? Yes. Erratic? No.” 
 
    Sheriff Thompson calmly shook his head. “I never said you were.” 
 
    “Do I look irrational to you?” April asked, casually leaning forward in her seat. 
 
    Again, she caught a quick glimpse of the Sheriff’s eyes, hardened and sharp, judging her in the mirror. “You don't have to look irrational to make an irrational decision. And sending a colossal monster to destroy hundreds, thousands, millions of people just to get back at two of them is irrational!” 
 
    “Now who looks angry?” April snickered, amused by his aggravation. 
 
    When the Sheriff didn’t respond, April moved around the backseat, trying to catch sight of his eyes in the mirror. Sheriff Thompson took a deep breath, his face dropping into a heavy frown along with the rise and fall of his chest.  
 
    “I’m sorry, April,” he eventually muttered. 
 
    “What are you sorry about?” April asked, annoyed by the Sheriff’s guilt. “You’re not the one who turned my parents into assholes or made them have a baby in the first place.” 
 
    A picture of her parents, young and in love, popped into April’s mind. She imagined them taking her home from the hospital, feeding her a bottle, rocking her to sleep. The thoughts made her uncomfortable. They felt awkward and unnatural, like a past that never was. 
 
    “Wait,” she started to ponder. “Do you think they became assholes before or after Mark and I were born? Whatever. Not like it matters. We could’ve been the most awful kids in the world and it still doesn’t justify what they did to us. Plenty of moms and dads have it way worse and they don’t treat their children like shit. I mean…They were rich! What possible reason could they have for—” 
 
    “I’m sorry I didn’t stop your uncle,” Sheriff Thompson interrupted. 
 
    His statement caught April by surprise. Her eyes widened and her jaw hung open, unsure as to what the proper response should be. She wanted to let loose, to give in to the casual anger that had consumed her, but it was difficult to resist the Sheriff’s sympathy. On some level, she just felt sorry for the man. 
 
    “I don’t know what he did to you or for how long,” he continued, humbly. “But he hurt you. I know that. And it was my job to protect you. Which I didn’t.” 
 
    April looked away, gazing at the empty river rapidly passing them by. “You couldn’t have known.” 
 
    Sheriff Thompson again shook his head. “That’s not the point. The point is I looked a dangerous man in the eye while his victim sat beside him and did nothing.” 
 
    April looked back to the rearview mirror, this time meeting the Sheriff’s steely eyes head on as he spoke. “You have every right to be upset. To be confused. Hurt. Angry. But this isn’t the way to express it. This isn’t the way to honor Mark’s memory.” 
 
    “Don’t say his name!” April snapped, breaking through the barrier keeping her wrath in check. 
 
    The Sheriff reflexively opened his hands, a gesture of innocence, while keeping his palms on the steering wheel. “Okay.” 
 
    Frozen images of Mark’s dead body flashed in April’s head, each one punching her in the gut with a fist of remorse and anger. 
 
    “Don’t you dare say his name!” she yelled again. 
 
    Sheriff Thompson tightened his grip on the wheel and continued to lock eyes through the mirror with the girl in the backseat.  
 
    “All right,” he said, his voice firm yet reasoned. “If you want to own what happened to your brother then I won’t deny your guilt. But this you…How you’re acting right now...Is this what he would want? Is this really what he thought his big sister was like?” 
 
    “I don’t care!” April screamed at the top of her lungs. “Why can’t you understand that?! Mom and dad have to be punished! They have to pay! They have to—” 
 
    As she ranted and raved, driven by emotion to spew words without thinking, Sheriff Thompson straightened the rearview mirror so that April’s eyes locked onto themselves. She saw her reflection but did not recognize it. Her pale, ghost-white face was a stark canvas to the beady redness of her bloodshot eyes. Her lips were pulled back as she huffed and puffed, revealing a set of sneering, animal-like teeth. When combined with the disheveled hair and scowling brow, April was struck by the sight she’d become. 
 
    Sheriff Thompson was right. Mark would’ve hated to see her like this. To see what the world had made her. But the Sheriff was also right when he said it wasn’t too late. She could still redeem herself and make things right. 
 
    Determined to fix her mistake, April lowered her head into her chest, trying to think of the best way to get Oscar’s attention. 
 
    “Can you get us across the George Washington Bridge?” she asked. 
 
    “I’ll try,” Sheriff Thompson replied while grabbing the radio off the dash. 
 
    He grumbled something into the receiver and started a five minute long conversation that lasted all the way into the city. With the bridge looming over the river, Sheriff Thompson pulled off the parkway into a spiraling ramp that rose up to the bridge, splitting two lanes of standstill traffic right down the middle. At the end of the ramp was a police barricade with a gap just wide enough for the cruiser to fit through, which the Sheriff had called ahead to arrange. 
 
    They pulled up onto the bridge’s top level, which appeared as if it had been closed for a while now. It was eerie how barren it looked, completely devoid of a single car but theirs. And as April soaked in the oddly calm and peaceful scene, she looked up the river to spot Oscar lumbering towards them, so engulfed by the water he looked like a dog taking a bath. 
 
    “Pull over here,” April ordered half way across the bridge. 
 
    Sheriff Thompson slowed the car down but didn’t stop completely. “Really?” 
 
    “Just do it,” April demanded. 
 
    He obliged without further explanation and April immediately stepped out of the car. She heard the Sheriff get out as well, but he didn’t say a word as April hopped over the guard barrier to stand on the small platform on the outskirts of the bridge. She briefly leaned against the thin cable outside the platform, the only thing separating her from a drop two hundred feet straight down. 
 
    A tingling fear ran down her arms and into her legs, filling her feet with cement. The sensation was paralyzing, but April had to push it aside and look up to focus on Oscar approaching her. 
 
    Unlike the Tappan Zee Bridge further north, the George Washington was high enough for Oscar to pass under without needing to blow through it. For a moment, April thought about waving, worried that the creature might not see her, but she was wrong.  
 
    As he reached the bridge, Oscar reared back on his hind legs to extend his body upwards. He then reached out with his tentacles, wrapping them up and over the large cables above her. Pulling himself up, Oscar brought his face right to April at the edge of the bridge, close enough for her to reach out and touch his burning red eye as he closed it. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Oscar,” she said, her voice soft and shaky. 
 
    When he opened his eye back up it was now a hazy blue, and the mouth on his forehead creased into a thin yet wide grin. 
 
    “It’s funny,” April started, matching his smile. “That Sheriff asked me what you are and I told him I didn’t know. But that’s not true, is it? I know exactly what you are. You’re my friend. Maybe the only real friend I ever had.” 
 
    April pulled her hand back and thought about all the times she sought to keep Oscar to himself. It made her happy to have a secret that didn’t involve pain and suffering. She told herself she hid him to protect him from the world. That people wouldn’t understand. They would fear him, control him, and use him for their own ends. 
 
    Which was exactly what she was doing now. 
 
    An hour ago, April convinced herself this was different. That their relationship was special and Oscar wanted to help her. This was his choice. His decision. But deep down she knew that simply wasn’t true. 
 
    “It’s wrong of me to treat you like this,” April bemoaned. “You’re more than just some big angry gun I can point at a problem and shoot. You shouldn’t be forced to do something for me or anyone for that matter.” 
 
    Oscar’s mouth flipped into a confused frown and he perked his head up to peek over April’s shoulder. She glanced back to see what he was looking at. It was the skyscrapers of Manhattan looming in the distance. 
 
    “Forget about that,” April said, turning back around. “You deserve more than to just be the big destructive monster everyone thinks you are. I’m not saying be good or bad. I think we’re both past that by now. But you should be free. Me too. We need to live our lives on our own terms. The world is bigger than just a summer at Lake Oscawana. It would do us some good to remember that.” 
 
    Oscar tilted his head to the side, his eye growing faint and heavy. It wasn’t that he misunderstood her. April knew he heard every word. He just didn’t want to believe it, and if April was being honest, neither did she. 
 
    After a moment, the giant creature lowered his head and loosened his grip from the cables. The tentacles slithered off the bridge and Oscar dropped back down, splashing into the river. He didn’t move right away. The gargantuan beast just stood in the water, allowing the turbulent waves he made to slosh against his body. Finally he looked up, and the bright blue glow in his eye dimmed to a dull purple. 
 
    “Goodbye,” April whispered. 
 
    Her voice was barely loud enough for her to hear it, yet she never questioned if Oscar understood her. He did and bowed his head before propelling his massive body forward, skimming across the surface like a bullet. After he disappeared under the bridge, April hopped back over the guardrail and quickly climbed onto the Sheriff’s cruiser.  
 
    She got to the roof of the car just in time to peek over the other edge and catch a glimpse of Oscar diving below the surface. He became a shadow under the water, a giant dark blemish that reminded April of the first time she saw him by Henry’s dock. Only this time he didn’t linger beneath her toes. He swam far faster than she ever thought he was possible of moving, soaring out past New York City and into the open waters of the Atlantic. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTYSIX 
 
      
 
    Sheriff Thompson had never seen his office so busy. The room was flooded with people. Services and departments from all over the county, state, and beyond descended on the communities affected by Oscar’s rampage. Considering that Lake Oscawana was ground zero for his emergence, Putnam Valley had become the center of the relief efforts. 
 
    Many of his officers were still out in the field, assisting fire, salvage, and EMS units with getting a handle on the chaos. Sheriff Thompson was focused quarterbacking the operation from his office, juggling a million different phone calls from a million different people while navigating the commotion all around him.  
 
    The crowds and noise were a stark contrast to the night before, when he sat alone at his desk, unraveling the mystery of Henry Hawkins. Those hours seemed distant now, practically an eternity ago, when the world was a bit saner, before a giant monster swallowed the man he was investigating right in front of him.  
 
    It was difficult to tell by looking at her now, but the girl at the center of all that drama now sat alone in the far corner of the office. April hadn’t said a word since they left the bridge and returned to Putnam Valley. She simply retreated into herself, quiet and detached with her head hung low. 
 
    Sheriff Thompson had been so wrapped up in the aftermath he felt guilty for not giving the girl the attention she deserved. It was his concern for her well-being that started this, after all. The least he could do was show her a little compassion. 
 
    Standing from his desk, the Sheriff started pushing his way through the crowd to reach her when a voice called out from beside him. “Sheriff Thompson?” 
 
    The Sheriff looked around for the voice when two men dressed in thin black suits suddenly appeared out of the mob. 
 
    “Can we have a moment of your time?” the other man asked. 
 
    Sheriff Thompson held his hands up apologetically. “Sorry, gentlemen. Don’t know if you’ve seen the news but we’re pretty busy at the moment.” 
 
    The men didn’t move. They remained standing in place, their expressions blank and their hands clasped in front of them. 
 
    “We’re with a federal agency,” the first one stated. 
 
    Sheriff Thompson nodded, acknowledging their authority while not being impressed by it. “Then you should be busy, too.” 
 
    “That’s why we’re here,” the second man specified, his voice flat as a person’s could get.  
 
    Rather than split the men down the middle, the Sheriff chose to try to maneuver around them, forcing him to squeeze through the people boxing them in. “Listen, I’ve spoken to a dozen different departments in the last hour alone.” 
 
    The first man shook his head. “Not ours.” 
 
    Having finally made his way to the other side, Sheriff Thompson flashed the men a polite smile while positioning himself to walk away. “And I will. I promise. But right now there’s a girl in need of my attention. So if you wouldn’t mind waiting a bit longer then we can—” 
 
    “She’s the reason we came,” the second man interrupted. 
 
    Sheriff Thompson was ready to leave when the man’s statement caught him by surprise.  
 
    “We’d like to speak to April Hawkins,” the first man clarified. 
 
    The Sheriff had no immediate response. No one, not the government or even the media, had uttered a word about April before. Oscar, which to them was simply an unnamed creature, and the destruction he caused had been the focus of everyone’s attention. The fact that two men suddenly showed up at his office and started asking about the girl gave Sheriff Thompson pause. They didn’t appear hostile or even demanding. In fact, they seemed eerily at ease given everything that happened. 
 
    The Sheriff continued to stare the men down, trying to get some sort of read on their intentions, when a woman’s bombastic voice erupted over the room’s continuous chatter. “I want to speak to my daughter, dammit!” 
 
    Sheriff Thompson looked over and saw a middle-aged woman in a tight blue dress confronting one of his officers in the lobby. 
 
    Distracted by the woman’s arrival, the Sheriff scooted back around the men while holding up a finger. “Hold that thought. We’ll talk later. I promise.” 
 
    Sheriff Thompson was half-surprised when the persistent men didn’t object. They allowed him to walk towards the lobby, where he greeted the woman with his hand extended. “Hi, Mrs. Hawkins. I’m Sheriff Brian Thompson.” 
 
    She ignored the Sheriff’s hand, crossing her arms firmly against her chest. “How’s my girl?” 
 
    “She’s…” Sheriff Thompson paused a moment to mentally scroll through the hundred words he could use to describe April before settling on the perfect one. “Strong.” 
 
    “You better hope she is,” Mrs. Hawkins chided, holding a firm finger in the Sheriff’s face. “Because when my husband and I sue this pathetic redneck town for every penny it’s worth you better believe—” 
 
    The woman’s forceful voice attacked Sheriff Thompson like a series of quick jabs, and he had to hold up his hand to stop her, giving his brain time to catch up. “Wait a second. Did you just say you’re going to sue us?” 
 
    Mrs. Hawkins nodded, succinctly. “That’s right. For exposing April to that gigantic beast thing and getting my son…my poor baby killed in the process.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Sheriff Thompson scrunched his brow while trying to figure out the source of her tangent. “Mrs. Hawkins, when my deputy called you, did she explain what happened?” 
 
    Mrs. Hawkins nodded again, this time drawing out the gesture by bobbing her head up and down with her eyes wide in a condescending glare. “Oh, she did all right. But like I’m going to believe some hillbilly cop tarnishing my brother’s name.” 
 
    The Sheriff’s eyes spread wide, as well, but he did so to appear honest and transparent. “I was there and I can assure you that it’s true. Henry all but admitted to abusing your daughter and then shot and killed your son.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Mrs. Hawkins snickered, rolling her eyes. “And all this just so happened to take place right before that grotesque beast-looking thing rose up out of the lake and ate him, right?” 
 
    Sheriff Thompson stiffened his back, continuing to scrutinize the woman’s odd behavior. Was she angry? Upset? Confused? He couldn’t quite pin her down, which meant he didn’t know how to feel himself. Was he offended? Disgusted? Or simply baffled by her callous reaction? 
 
    “I saw it with my own eyes,” the Sheriff confessed, his voice raw and sincere. 
 
    Mrs. Hawkins coldly waved off the comment without a second thought. “Save it for my lawyers, Sheriff. And you better get your own, too. Who knows what other monsters you have lurking up here. You probably created the damn thing. I wouldn’t be surprised if this entire valley is covered in radiation from that nuclear power plant on the river.” 
 
    “You want to talk about monsters?” a voice shouted over the office commotion. 
 
    Sheriff Thompson and Mrs. Hawkins both turned to find April emerge from the crowd to enter the lobby. 
 
    “Why don’t you go look in a mirror?” the girl added, her voice sharp as a weapon. 
 
    Mrs. Hawkins let out a joyous gasp and smiled, spreading her arms wide for her daughter to embrace her. “April. Is that any way to greet me? I rushed up here as soon as I could.” 
 
    Rather than accept her mother’s hug, April stayed where she was, her eyes perked up in judgmental curiosity. “As soon as you could, huh? Funny considering you’re supposed to be in Europe.” 
 
    Mrs. Hawkins slowly retracted her arms. Her panicked face grew long, completely shocked and stunned by her daughter’s unexpected reaction. “Your father and I were planning to but—” 
 
    “Don’t lie to me!” April snapped with fists balled at her sides. 
 
    All the chatter instantly stopped as everyone in the room turned to stare at the furious girl. It was an unnerving sight, seeing someone filled with such rage, but Sheriff Thompson had gotten used to it over the past several hours. 
 
    Looking around, embarrassed at the leering eyes around them, Mrs. Hawkins leaned forward to whisper her excuse. “There was a change of plans. That’s all.” 
 
    April exhaled a little bit of anger with every breath. The tension in her body slid right off of her, tragically replaced by utter disappointment. “You left us with a terrible man, mom. An evil, horrible person. And you knew! You knew what he was like and you did it anyway!” 
 
    For Sheriff Thompson, this was the more painful sight to watch. Anger he could deal with. It was his job. But April’s despair, caused by someone that was supposed to protect her, meant he had failed to do that job successfully.  
 
    “He told me he was reformed,” Mrs. Hawkins pleaded, her voice strained as if she were being attacked. “He told me he was all better.” 
 
    April’s scowling eyes focused so hard they nearly bore straight through the woman. “And you believed him?” 
 
    “Of course,” Mrs. Hawkins exclaimed in defense. “How was I supposed to know he was dangerous?” 
 
    “Are you being serious right now?” April asked, throwing her hands in the air. “You sent me to live with a convicted pedophile!” 
 
    Sheriff Thompson was shocked the woman actually scoffed at the comment. 
 
    “He’s your uncle,” she said with half a grin. “Don’t be so dramatic.” 
 
    A light grumble flowed through the room. Most of the onlookers had heard enough, and the crowd began to move once more.  
 
    Not April, though. She couldn’t take her eyes off her mother, staring sideways at the woman, examining her as if she were less than human. “Dramatic? Mark is dead, mom. Dead! My brother was killed and our father couldn’t even be bothered to make the trip up here.” 
 
    Mrs. Hawkins crossed her arms again and firmly planted her high heels on the tile floor. “He’s a busy man. You know this.” 
 
    April lowered her head while shaking it in frustrated disbelief. “Stop. Just stop it!” 
 
    She then snapped her eyes up and took a step forward, bringing her vengeful sneer right up into her mother’s face. “I wanted you to hurt. I wanted you to hurt so bad that I was willing to destroy the world to make it happen. I had one good thing left in my life. One thing that made me smile. And I gave him up to get to you. I lost him to my anger. The anger you forced onto me. And now, just like Mark, I’ll never get to see him again either.” 
 
    The mother and daughter stared each other down. Sheriff Thompson felt some responsibility to step in between them, but after everything April had been through, he figured she deserved to at least be able to tell her mother off.  
 
    The Sheriff knew he would eventually break it up if the altercation became physical, but he never got the chance to. A voice from within the crowd grabbed their attention for him. “That doesn’t have to be true.” 
 
    The three of them looked over as the two men in black suits entered the lobby. Sheriff Thompson let out a tired sigh upon spotting them. “Gentlemen, please. Can you just give us—” 
 
    “What do you mean?” April asked the men, interrupting the Sheriff with her curiosity. 
 
    The first man answered her question as they both stopped just inside the lobby. “We tracked your friend for a good long while out into the Atlantic, but he lost us in international waters.”  
 
    “And who are you guys exactly?” April asked, skeptically. 
 
    Sheriff Thompson was beginning to wonder that exact same question himself and listened intently to the second man’s reply. “People who would like to see the two of you reunited.” 
 
    April leered at the man, suspicious yet hopeful of his motives. “Why?” 
 
    “You saw what he did,” the first man answered. 
 
    “He’s a threat,” the second man carried on. “A force of nature that has the potential to be very dangerous.” 
 
    April shook her head, simultaneously hurt and angered by the man’s assessment. “Oscar’s not like that.” 
 
    The first man nodded with a smile, giving off the impression he wasn’t here to offend. “We know. Which is why my colleague used the word ‘potential.’ Because he also has the potential not to be.”  
 
    “We’d like to focus on the latter,” the second man chimed in on cue, “and we need you to help us do it.” 
 
    The conversation stalled as April eyed the men down, still trying to discern if their intentions were pure. 
 
    “Enough of this.” Mrs. Hawkins threw her hands up, frustrated by the situation. “Come on, April. We’re going home.” 
 
    She reached out and grabbed April by the wrist. Sheriff Thompson took a step to intervene just as April prepared to rip her hand away. Both of them, however, stopped in their tracks, halted by the first man’s voice. “We don’t know the history you and this ‘Oscar’ have together, but what you did on that bridge was incredible.”  
 
    The second man nodded, reiterating the point. “Our military couldn’t even put a dent in him, yet you stopped him in his tracks. He listens to you.” 
 
    Like a planned pitch, the first man picked right up where his partner left off. “So if there’s anyone that has the ability to bring him in peacefully…” 
 
    “…it’s you, April,” the second man finished. 
 
    Sheriff Thompson and Mrs. Hawkins both turned to the girl, each of them holding their breath and waiting for a response. April still looked confused, as if she understood their offer but didn’t quite believe it. 
 
    “You want me…to go with you?” she asked, uncertainly. 
 
    The men nodded in synch with one another, and April’s confused face hardened as she scowled at her mother. “Do my parents have to come?” 
 
    “Not if you don’t want them to,” the first man replied. 
 
     “She’s sixteen!” Mrs. Hawkins blurted out in a tantrum, shocked and insulted by her powerlessness. “She’s not going anywhere.” 
 
    April turned back to the men. “Is that a problem?”  
 
    The second man shook his head, dispelling any legal issue with their offer. “We have the ability to emancipate you within the hour.” 
 
    “If that’s what you really want,” the first man added. 
 
    April’s eyes cautiously shifted in Sheriff Thompson’s direction, waiting for him to object. 
 
    “Don’t look at me,” the Sheriff said, innocently raising his hands. “I don’t need you around. Assuming these men can confirm their claims, you can go with them whenever you wish.” 
 
    The first man nodded, actually breaking a smile in the process. “Of course.” 
 
    Mrs. Hawkins’s gaze shot back and forth between the men and her daughter as her dumbfounded expression gradually descended into dismay. “You’re not seriously considering this, are you, April?”  
 
    Her daughter didn’t even acknowledge the question. She simply nodded at the men with a thin smirk etched into her face. 
 
    “April?!” Mrs. Hawkins cried. 
 
    Again, April failed to reply. The men didn’t respond to the hysterical woman either. They gestured towards the front door, signaling April to lead the way.  
 
    “Don’t do this,” Mrs. Hawkins pleaded, reaching and grabbing onto her daughter’s wrist. “Please don’t do this. I already lost one child today. Don’t make me lose you, too.” 
 
    Sheriff Thompson chose not to intervene this time, giving April the opportunity to break away on her own. He was shocked when she didn’t. Instead, April gently placed her other palm atop her mother’s hand. It was the most compassionate gesture the Sheriff had ever seen from the girl. 
 
    “Be happy, mom,” she said with a genuine smile. “You’re finally getting rid of me. It’s what you always wanted.” 
 
    Struck into a stupor, Mrs. Hawkins’s hand slid off on its own, freeing April to continue towards the door. The woman’s face was wide in a puzzled daze, still unable to comprehend the sight of her daughter walking away from her. 
 
    However, Sheriff Thompson experienced the moment differently, and stepped up alongside the dejected mother to watch the girl leave. “I wish I could tell you she’s making the wrong decision, but the truth is…” 
 
    With April out the door, the Sheriff finally turned to face the woman he’d been standing next to. “I don’t blame her.” 
 
    He waited a second to see if Mrs. Hawkins had anything else to say. She didn’t and continued to silently stare ahead, completely speechless by her rejection.  
 
    Sheriff Thompson shook his head. He pitied the woman and a part of him felt sorry for what she’d had to go through. But only a small part, and the Sheriff had already pushed it aside as he re-entered the office. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    Oscar found the ocean cold. Much colder than the lake water he was used to. He thought it was a fairly paradoxical place, as well. Unlike Oscawana, the ocean’s surface was lonely and barren. Quiet except for the constant swoosh of water. The never-ending current of waves swayed back and forth like clockwork. Always in motion, never settling even for an instant 
 
    Below the surface, however, was another matter entirely. The ocean was teeming with life. Filled with a hundred if not a thousand times more activity than the lake. Most of it came from fish too small for Oscar to sense individually, but clouds of them were constantly drifting all around him. They flowed as one like a synchronized dance of different shapes and colors. 
 
    The fish weren’t the only marine life Oscar encountered. He found his new company, all of them, entertaining in their own way. He met giant gelatinous blobs and squishy slithering tentacles as long as his own. Families of floating mammoths that nearly rivaled him in size. The ocean’s ecosystem was a thrilling one. Nothing too big or too small to be eaten. A constant play of life and death that made the world on land seem calm by comparison. 
 
    Yet still, Oscar yearned for that world above the surface. He missed feeling the ground on his feet. He missed leaping into the air and running through the woods. But really, he just missed April. He was lonely before she came along. This world was strange to him. Bizarre and, in many ways, scary. 
 
    On that day in the forest, when the two of them met for the first time, April looked like she felt the same way. Sad. Worried. Alone. When they were together all those feelings seemed to go away. 
 
    Oscar wished he could go back to those days. Life was simpler then. He swam. He ate. He played. Then he slept and did it all over again. 
 
    Now his future was uncertain. Where would he go? What would he do? Oscar couldn’t think of a single answer to these questions. 
 
    He just kept swimming, aimless and without purpose. Days turned to nights, which then turned back into days. Over and over again. A cyclical pattern that made the ocean’s excitement become mundane and routine. 
 
    That was where Oscar found himself now. Tired. Bored. And all alone. 
 
    Until he spotted something floating, practically hovering along the horizon. He couldn’t say what it was at first. The odd shape appeared small, just sitting there, not doing much of anything besides existing. 
 
    As Oscar drew closer, he noticed it was metal. Solid and defined. Not to mention much, much larger than he thought from a distance. 
 
    It was a ship of some sort, but far larger than any Oscar could imagine. He guessed it was at least three times as long as he was, though he couldn’t tell how wide. Still, after hours upon days of the same oceanic existence, Oscar welcomed the change. 
 
    He spread his tentacles out wide, preparing to propel himself forward toward the vessel. Oscar then stopped suddenly, wondering the consequences of what he was about to get himself into. Although his intentions were benign, Oscar knew full well that any humans he could possibly encounter might not feel the same way. After what happened in New York, there was a strong—almost certain possibility that they might view Oscar’s intentions as hostile. What then? How would he convince them otherwise? Was he to fight back? Was his only option to meet every encounter with force? 
 
    While searching for the answer, Oscar thought about April and their last encounter together. She sent him to cause havoc and destruction, but that was wrong. She made a mistake and said so herself. April wanted Oscar to be more than a destroyer. He wanted that, too, but feared what might happen if he swam any closer to the ship he was so eager to meet. 
 
    Oscar was faced with a choice. He could take his chances by approaching the vessel, hoping that the encounter wouldn’t descend into the violence he was trying to avoid. Or he could swim away, head back out into the ocean and return to the life of solitude he was so desperate to get away from. 
 
    Oscar weighed both options in front of him as his gaze shifted back and forth between them. The ship or the open ocean. People or isolation. 
 
    Finally, Oscar closed his eye and took a deep breath, meditating on his decision. He thought of April and their time together. He recalled her laugh and her smile. The memories filled him with joy and made him hopeful for the future. 
 
    With April’s image now firmly in the forefront of his mind, Oscar opened his eye and swam on ahead. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    Read on for a free sample of The Siberian Incident. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ]  
 
      
 
      
 
    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    Lake Baikal, Southern Siberia—100,000 years ago 
 
      
 
    The object entered the southern part of the nearly 400-mile long lake where it was deepest, at 5,300 feet—just over a mile down to where it was darker than night with crushing depths and a permanent, unbearable cold. Its ferocious impact shattered and melted the lake’s ice layer, and the flash and sonic boom created a pressure wave so great it flattened the trees around the lake for dozens of miles and generated a 50-foot displacement wave that washed inland, turning most of the low-lying shoreline into an impassable bog. 
 
    Huge air bubbles continued to boil to the surface for days, and the colonies of rare nerpa freshwater seals refused to leave their dry perches until near-starvation finally forced them back to the water. 
 
    Homo sapiens had been in Siberia for over 250,000 years, and one small band observed the phenomenon. That night, huddled together in their cave, they felt the need to document what they saw on the walls around them. But their curiosity was both a gift and a curse. The following day, a small band of warriors set off toward the lake to investigate. 
 
    Many days later, of the six warriors that departed, only one returned. He wasn’t the same man he’d been when he left. It became clear that something terrible had found them. 
 
    That evening, the ground shook. The clan huddled in the rear of their cave, unable to act as their world collapsed around them. 
 
     Seasons came and went, and eventually, the scars on the landscape healed. The animals returned, new plant growth sprang up, and the lake’s water settled and cleared. The ice closed over the impact site like a scab over a wound, and nature forgot. But down in the pitiless, sunless depths, the lake never did.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    EPISODE 01 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 01 
 
      
 
    INTERACTION: Southeastern shore of Lake Baikal—2nd century B.C. 
 
      
 
    The war had raged for nearly 200 years, bloody battles fought between the Chinese Han dynasty and the Xiongnu confederated state. But in a final assault, Huo Qubing of the Han had marshaled one of the greatest armies seen in over a century. 
 
    He marched over 1,000 miles to engage the forces of the Xiongnu’s Worthy Prince of the East, and Huo’s army quickly encircled and overran their enemy, killing over 70,000 men in a single day and scattering the rest. 
 
    Huo’s military leaders assembled and General Jinx Wei bowed before he spoke. “You have won, my lord.” 
 
    Huo Qubing grunted and then looked out over a near-endless plain of broken corpses. The cold trapped the smells, but steam still rose like tiny departing souls from the torn bodies.  
 
    “I didn’t come here just to win, but to annihilate our enemies for all time.” He turned back to his generals. “Kill them all.” 
 
    And so, the remnants of the Xiongnu army were tracked all the way to the shore of an icy, inland sea that would one day become known as Lake Baikal. And there, the last few thousand Xiongnu warriors were slaughtered to a man. 
 
    Before returning home, Huo Qubing ordered supplies to be taken from the forests: deer, bear, Xiongnu horses, and even wolf meat.  
 
    But over the coming days, the men became restless, and rumors spread of great disturbances out on the frozen lake. Cracking sounds, water falling in the darkest times of the night, and then men started to go missing—a few at first and then many, and always when the night was darkest. Soon hundreds of Han warriors had vanished.  
 
    “Deserters,” Huo Qubing proclaimed. “They are to be executed on sight.” 
 
    But the warlord knew this was just to placate the men’s nerves, as none of the disappearing men had ever been found. And then there were the tracks. 
 
    He had been shown the strange marks leading from and back to the lake where the ice was broken open. Huo had posted more guards, but then two of his most trusted men vanished and he personally joined in the search, following their bare footprints—until they found the final abomination.  
 
    Huo Qubing swallowed hard and worked to control his expression as he stared at the piles of human intestines and organs on the lakeshore. He had seen the insides of men before, but the inexplicable thing was that the men’s tracks proceeded into the dark water as if they had been disemboweled and then simply kept on going as if nothing had happened. 
 
    The great military leader knew then that his men were being taken and drawn down into the frozen, inky depths by something evil. He could make war on any army and win. But he couldn’t fight against something they couldn’t even see.  
 
    He ordered the army to immediately break camp and they marched away from the lake. No one spoke of what happened. And after a while, no one wanted to. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 02 
 
      
 
    Boca Ciega Ave, Madeira Beach, Florida—Today 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” Marcus Stenson put the phone down and turned to his wife, grinning from ear to ear. 
 
    Sara balled her fists. “You got it?” 
 
    Marcus waited for a second or two, building the suspense before yelling: “We go-ooot it.” He sucked in a huge breath and let it out. “Five-year rolling contract, with worldwide rights. No one else but us.” 
 
    Sara leaped in the air. “Yay!” She ran and jumped into his arms, kissed him, and then held him at arm’s length. “So what’s next from here?” 
 
    “Now, we spend money… lots of it.” Marcus mentally ran through the business plan in his head.  
 
    The five-year contract was for farming the endangered Beluga sturgeon in the pristine, freezing, and secluded waters of Lake Baikal in southern Siberia. The ancient fish was slowly going extinct, and the Russian government was looking for solutions to resurrect the species. Marcus had put in a proposal that described a breeding program that would pay for itself within five years, and also be able to create a healthy population of fish for both restocking the lakes and for ongoing farming. 
 
    He had already spent hundreds of thousands of dollars of his own money, first on securing an old disused paper mill and its surrounding lakeside property. Then more on navigating the labyrinthine bureaucracy of the Russian public service, and ensuring political donations, special fees, and gifts were all funneled into the right hands. 
 
    He turned and held up a finger. “Step one, we now need to lock in our suppliers of eggs and breeding age Beluga sturgeon, and formalize all those promises that were made to us.” 
 
    “How long have we got before…?” Sara raised her eyebrows. 
 
    He smiled and knew what she was asking: how long has she got until they both needed to go over and live there, perhaps permanently. 
 
    Marcus puffed his cheeks and blew air between pursed lips. “Well, I need to go next week to get the ball rolling. The sturgeon can’t arrive until we have the pens set up, and they’re not built yet. In fact, next to nothing is built yet. I’ll need to find and engage local tradespeople, as part of my proposal submission was to create jobs for the local community.” He counted off another finger. “Plus, we need to find suitable pen sites that are clean and secluded to ensure there is no cross-contamination from the local sturgeon species that can be riddled with parasites and infections.” 
 
    “And what’ll you do in your next week?” Sara grinned. 
 
    Marcus laughed and held his arms wide. “Go fishing, of course.”  
 
    Truth was, there were a million things he needed to do, and it all seemed so achievable on paper. Now that he needed to press the button and execute his plans, he felt a bit overwhelmed. 
 
    “Once I’ve got the basics set up, then you follow.”  
 
    “How long?” She lifted her chin. 
 
    He bobbed his head. “Maybe three months.” He looked up at her. “Is that doable?” 
 
    Sara studied to be a biologist but was enticed into corporate life early on. Now she ran a marketing consultancy business, and he knew she had already floated the idea of stepping back from hands-on control and letting her second-in-charge run it for her. Even though he was the specialist marine biologist, he needed her with him—she was smart, decisive, and as well as being an excellent scientist, she was the one with the business brain. He was a dreamer, and she was the one with the eye for detail and clarity. 
 
    “Three months?” She nodded. “Yeah, doable, easy.” She tilted her head. “Will we still be staying at the mill house?” 
 
    “Yes and no. Not in the mill house itself, but the manager’s residence. By the time you get there, I’ll have transformed it into a palace.” He grinned and tried to look confident. 
 
    “Palace, huh?”  
 
    He nodded slowly. “Yep… and fit for a queen.” 
 
    She crinkled her nose. “Can you at least make sure it’s warm?” she asked with a half-smile. 
 
    “As Florida?” His brows shot up. “Well, I’ll do my best.” 
 
    Marcus knew she was still a little concerned by the cold—after all, it was Siberia. In summer, the lake weather was mostly warm and mild. Down on the southern tip, people even went swimming, although they did so with gritted teeth and blue lips.  
 
    Unfortunately, where they would be living and working was more north, where the lake area climate remained both freezing, the lake’s surface frozen for most of the year. And in winter, when it really got cold, he’d heard reports of the lake’s ice layer growing to 10-feet thick. 
 
    He saw that Sara was turned to the window and looked out over the lush green lawns to the sparkling blue water of the Pacific Ocean. Madeira Beach was beautiful, and she was a beach girl through and through, so he knew where they were going was going to be tough on her. She turned back with her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Well, as long as the roof doesn’t leak, and it can be heated, then I’m in. But just remember, buster, we’re from Florida, and the mill is in Siberia.” 
 
    “Of course, don’t worry.” He hiked his shoulders. “And when have I ever let you down?” 
 
    She tilted her head, smiling. “Well, firstly, there was that time…” 
 
    “Okay, okay.” He grabbed her hand and pulled her close. “Enough about me.” He kissed her, deeply, and then continued to hold her close. “It’ll be hard, but we can do it.”  
 
    She felt down between them. “I think it’s hard already.” She smiled with heat in her eyes. 
 
    “I thought you’d never notice.” He kissed her again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 03 
 
     
 
    30,000 feet over the Pacific Ocean 
 
      
 
    Marcus sat in the window seat of the business-class cabin. There was enough room for his six-foot frame to stretch out with just a touch of luxury. On the tray table beside him was a cold beer and he hummed softly as he flipped through his marketing proposal. Sara had put it together for him and it was a great summary of the work that needed to be done and even a description of the fish stocks he’d be managing. 
 
    He knew one of the advantages he had in winning the bid was in part due to the work he had previously done on a similar breeding program at home, on the endangered sturgeon in the Great Lakes basins. Given sturgeon can live to be 120 years old and are not even sexually mature until they’re 20 to 25 years old, it would be a generational program unless he added in a few extra DNA marker changes for speeded maturization. His success was a world first and he had patented the process. 
 
    “And that’s where the magic comes in,” he said softly and hummed a little more. 
 
    Still, there were years of work before them, and Russia understood that and was looking more to the long-term preservation of their prized fish and not for fast returns. 
 
    And their agreements reflected that: if he could meet certain performance targets within five years, he’d be granted a non-competitive 99-year license—it’d be a family business that made him and his heirs rich for a century. 
 
    He flipped a page of his notes, finding the fish’s background information and quickly skimmed through it again. He smiled; there was so much work to do, but he looked forward to every minute of it. 
 
    The airline steward appeared with the drinks trolley, and he grabbed another beer, and this time, instead of the usual dried nuts in a foil pouch, he was given a small cheese and fruit plate. Nice, he thought, and cleared the plate in just under a minute. 
 
    Marcus slumped back in his seat after he finished his beer. He closed his eyes and let the alcohol and his good spirits transport him away. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Siberian Incident is available here!  
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