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    For Cole. Always.

For Gloria, My wonderful and beautiful wife of 35 years. Thank you Mamie.

For Jake, and Katrina — you'll recognize yourselves.
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Cole's North Carolina tan hadn't begun peeling when Pops called.

The voicemail was brief: Cole, can you stop by? I need to see you. 

He rolled his E-bike through the streets of Stoney Lake. Inside his backpack, a porcelain lighthouse and four shark-tooth necklaces clattered with every bump.

These are perfect for Mamie and the guys.

His grandparents' small ranch house sat behind its neatly kept yard. Flowerbeds overflowed with petunias, marigolds, and bright splashes against the white siding. Pops' old Ford sat in the driveway.

Pops can fix anything with an engine.

Cole cut the motor in his grandparents' driveway. Two summers of twelve-hour construction shifts that had paid for the E-bike. It was worth every blister, especially now that he’d bypassed the governor; it topped out at fifty—something his dad definitely didn't need to know.


He knocked on the back door—no one in the family used the front. 



“Cole! You're back! How was the ocean?” Mamie was smiling.

“Pretty cool.” She hugged him. His grandmother smelled like vanilla and cinnamon. The top of her head barely reached his shoulder now, gray hair threading through her brown braid.

He reached into his backpack. “Got you something.”

“Oh, Cole, you didn't have to do that!”

“It's a little something.” Warmth crept up his neck. “Is Pops around? He asked me to stop by.”

“Basement, as usual.” She shook her head, smiling as she unwrapped the package. She lifted the statue from its box—a lighthouse painted in bright blues and whites, “Outer Banks” written across the base. Leaving her to her gift, he headed down.

Pop’s basement smelled of sawdust and machine oil.

He sat hunched over his workbench under a bright lamp. His rough hands worked something gold.

“Hey, Pops.”

“Cole! How was North Carolina?”

“Good. Long drive.” Cole pulled a necklace from his backpack. “I got these for everyone. Shark teeth. The guy at the shop said they bring good luck.”

Pops set down his screwdriver. The creases around his eyes deepened—his story face.

“Shark teeth,” he said. “Predators. Survivors. These will do nicely. How many did you get?”

“One for everyone in the family, and a couple for my friends. I'm heading to Ethan's later.”

Pops said, “Let me see them all.”

Cole laid the necklaces on the workbench beside a gold case, worn, ancient, with Gaelic writing carved into its sides.

“Why? What's with the serious look?”

Pops gathered the necklaces in one hand. “These are important, Cole. Turn around for a second.”

“What? Why?”

“Humor an old man for ten seconds.”

Cole rolled his eyes and turned to face the stairs. Behind him, the case clicked open. A hum filled the room. The hair on his arms rose. A few seconds passed. Pops snapped the case shut.

“Okay, turn around.”

Pops handed the necklaces back to Cole. 

“What was that about? What did you do?”

“I'll show you later. They'll help you when the time comes.”

“Pops, seriously—”

“Have a seat.”

Cole braced for the worst. “Is everything okay? Is Mamie—”

“Mamie's fine. We're both fine.” Pops pointed to a chair. “Sit.”

Cole sat. The chair creaked.

“Do you remember three-story Monty?”

“Three-story Monty? Yeah, I remember. You never tell me which story's true, though, Pops.”

“Never will.” Pops leaned back. “You up for one more?”

“Sure, Pops, but—”

“Three stories. One's true. Ready? First. When I was nineteen, I won a bet in a Canadian bar by arm-wrestling a man twice my size. He cried. Actual tears.”

Cole grinned.

“Second. In 1449, a Scottish warrior named Duncan McAlister lay dying on a battlefield beside a loch. A ship fell from the sky. What came out of it changed our family forever.”

Cole said nothing.

“Third. I once backed Mamie's car into a police cruiser in a Walmart parking lot. She convinced the officer it was his fault.”

“The cop story.” Cole laughed. “Definitely the cop story.”

Pops stood. “Now go, give those necklaces to your friends. Make sure they wear them—no throwing them in drawers.”

“That's it? You called me over for stories? You said you needed to see me.”

“And I did see you.” He clapped Cole's shoulder, chuckling.

Cole climbed the stairs. Behind him, Pops muttered, “They need to wear those necklaces.”

“What?”

“Nothing! Say hi to Ethan and Benji for me!”

He rode home with the necklaces, Pops' stories rattling in his head.

Good stories. Entertaining. He'd never said which one was true.

Cole cut the motor. The house smelled of dinner—steady and normal. Cole climbed the stairs, collapsed onto his mattress, and fell asleep to the hum of the fan.
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His phone buzzed. Again. Cole jerked his head up.

Ethan: You back? Come over. Benji's already here.

He showered, dressed, and ran out of the house. His E-bike coasted toward Ethan's. 

I slept through twelve texts and a whole day of summer.

Ethan Watts’ house anchored the end of the street. The driveway transformed into an immaculate half-court—bright white lines on smooth black asphalt, regulation hoop set in concrete.

Benji dribbled a basketball, all sharp elbows and nervous energy, his thin frame somehow already too small. He spun, threw up a wild shot that clanked off the rim.

“Yo! The wanderer returns!” Benji bumped fists.

Ethan stepped from his garage, hitching up his brother's hand-me-down shorts.

“About time. We were starting to think you forgot about us.”

“Sorry, guys. Long drive—I slept the whole day.”

Cole dug three leather cords from his pocket, shark teeth catching sunlight. “Got you something from the Outer Banks.”

Benji grabbed one, slipping it on immediately. “These are pretty sick.”

Ethan took his, turning it over. “Shark teeth?”

“Guy at the surf shop said they're supposed to bring good luck.”

“I'll take all the luck I can get,” Benji said, tucking it under his shirt. “Can't take my driver's test again for two months. You flunk twice, they make you wait.”

“Maybe if you'd actually practiced—”

“I did practice, Ethan! The guy failed me for no good reason.”

Cole said, “Bro, you hit a curb going like ten miles an hour.”

“Five. But yeah, I ran up and over.”

“My parents said if I get that academic scholarship, they'll help me buy a car,” Ethan said. “So at least one of us will have wheels by graduation.”

“When you get it, Ethan. You're a lock.”

“Yeah. Hopefully.”

Cole grabbed the ball from Benji. “I'm saving everything from working for my dad—but not this summer. Taking a break.”

“Is he okay with that?” Ethan asked.

Cole shrugged. “Maybe by senior year, I'll have enough for something that runs.”

He missed an easy layup. The ball bounced off the rim and rolled away. Ethan grabbed it and passed it back. “Something on your mind?”

“Yeah. It's my Pops. He was acting weird yesterday.”

Benji snatched the ball on the return. “Your grandpa's always weird. That's why he’s fun.”

“No, this was different. He told the alien story again. Stuck in my head.”

“So?” Benji’s shot missed. “Maybe he's getting better at telling it.”

“Maybe. He did something to those necklaces I gave you guys. Wouldn't say what—just that they’d help when the time comes.”

Ethan stopped. “Help with what?”

“No idea,” Cole said. “Probably nothing.” 

“So.” Benji held the ball under his arm. “Bonfire at the old barn tonight. Supposed to be huge—kids from all over town.”

“Who told you that?”

“Mark. Says everyone's going.”

Cole smirked. “Mark also says he can dunk on me.”

“Okay, it'll still be fun. We haven't done anything yet this summer. You in?”

“Yeah. I'm in.”

“Excellent.” Benji took a wild shot. “This summer's gonna be awesome.”

Mrs. Smith's voice carried from two houses down: “Benjamin Joseph Smith, dinner is ready! Now!” Ethan's dad stepped out of the garage. “You too, Ethan. Time to eat.”

Benji said, “Meet at my place at 8:00. Tonight.”

Cole rode home alone, the basement’s hum still ringing in his ears—a reminder of Pops’ last instruction. “Make sure they wear them.”

“What did Pops mean? Why the riddles?

8:00 PM. They met at Benji's after dinner, Ethan pedaling hard on his E-bike.

“Forgot to charge it. Battery's completely dead.”

Benji complained. “Seriously? That's like an hour walk.”

Cole leaned on his handlebars. “We could wait while you charge it.”

Ethan said, “Na. Takes three hours. We'd miss everything.”

Cole leaned his E-bike against Benji's garage, “Then we’ll walk. It's not that far.”

Benji left his in the garage. “Fine. But if we miss out, I'm blaming you.”

“How many people do you think will show?” Cole asked.

“Mark says it’s gonna be huge—bonfire, music, even girls from the next town.”

“You know you can't talk to girls, right? You freeze up.” Ethan chuckled.

Benji spun around. “That was ONE time—”

“Three times.”

“Okay, but this time will be different—”

They'd reached the farm—a long gravel driveway wound through a break in the trees.

Ethan turned. “I don't hear any music, Benji.”

Gravel crunched under their sneakers, the only sound for a mile. No music. No bonfire. The farmhouse sagged into the weeds.

Benji stared at the empty driveway. “Huh. I might have gotten the date wrong.”

“You might have?” Cole said.

Daylight was fading fast. Ethan threw a hand toward the house. “Benji, there's literally nobody here.”

“Okay, so I definitely got it wrong. It was yesterday. Sorry. I do that sometimes.”

Ethan's shoulders dropped. “You do that a lot.”

“I'm sorry. But we're here now.” Benji set off toward the house. “Might as well check it out.”

Ethan paused. “Do you guys hear that?”

Benji threw up his hands. “OK, I get it! I screwed up, all right?”

“No. Listen. No birds.” He said. “That's weird.”

The farmhouse sagged at its center, wood bleached gray. The roof dipped sharply, revealing a hole near the peak that exposed darkness inside. Broken windows caught the last light.

Benji stared at the shadows. “This place is creepy as hell. Even the birds don't like it here.”

Cole elbowed him. “You scared?”

“No.” Benji shoved back. “Are you?”

“No.”

Ethan was already walking toward the porch. “Come on. It's just an old house. Let's make it quick.”

Floorboards creaked. Cole pulled the screen door—the hinges complained. Inside, the floor was littered with cans, the air stale with the smell of old beer. They clicked on their flashlights.

Ethan kicked a red plastic cup. “Well, clearly we're not the first ones to explore.”

A breeze pushed through the busted window, carrying a sound—wind or a whisper—get out.

Benji grabbed Cole's arm. “Did you hear that?”

“It's the wind.”

Another sound from below. Thump...shh. Thump...shh.

Benji's voice shook. “OK, that’s definitely not the wind.”

The sound continued, steady, hollow. Ethan pointed toward a door at the back. “Basement.”

“Cool, cool, cool. Let's definitely not go down there.”

Ethan said. “It's probably a loose pipe or something.”

“Works for me.” Benji backed away. “Let's call it a loose pipe and get out of here.”

It's an old house. Nothing more.

The basement door squeaked open. Cold, clammy air smelling of mold rushed up. Stairs descended into darkness.

Each step bent under their weight. The walls pressed in—the smell of stone, earth, and moisture seeping through the mortar.

The thumping grew louder.

They reached the bottom. Cole's light caught a pipe hanging from the ceiling, swinging near a broken window. Each swing, it hit the stone wall. Thump...shh. Thump...shh.

“See? A pipe.”

Benji was already climbing back up. “Can we go?”

A sound from upstairs. Light rustling. Footsteps. Something crossed the floor above.

Cole whispered, “Up. Now.”

They bolted up the stairs, flashlights bouncing. They burst from the basement, tearing through the house. Cole ran through the kitchen, slamming his shoulder into the back door. He pulled it open. They tumbled out into the yard, running until twenty feet of weeds separated them from the house.
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