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Prologue

	 

	Simon Mackenzie stared at the small pile of bones. Ribs, he thought. A bit of spine. Probably some unfortunate soul who crashed upon the rocks and never made it off the island again.

	Mackenzie had not seen the island on any of the charts he had consulted. The North West Company offered some limited help in establishing an outpost in the area, but he wanted to make more of a name for himself. He was already a shareholder; now, he was hoping to make inroads in the trade between the Commonwealth of Massachusetts and Acadia.

	He and his men had done a brisk trade in New Scotland, but the territories farther south were ripe with opportunity. The fur trade was at its zenith, and more men were coming from France and England. Even the Portuguese and the Spanish were coming more frequently, and that made what had once been a much easier job more difficult.

	The company was new, but it was formidable. Their goal, maybe not publicly stated, was to take on the Hudson’s Bay Company. For most traders, that meant cutting right into HBC territory. They forged west, all the way to the Pacific Northwest in some cases. But Mackenzie had other ideas. He had found the island, some twenty-five miles off the coast in inhospitable and frigid waters, and it would serve as an outpost, an advantage no one else had. The East Coast was still a land of prosperity and abundance. And he would make his mark.

	Most others thought he was foolish for not venturing into the unknown territories of the West. He had thought it a good idea once, but there was more to Mackenzie’s goals than discovering wealth. He wanted power. He wanted to exercise that power and show that he could be a dominant force in a land that was becoming saturated with big names, big ideas, and too much competition.

	To Mackenzie, that was the mark of success. Any man could head west, discover lands untouched by civilization, and claim success. Where was the challenge? Overcoming nature was an admirable goal, but the true challenge, Mackenzie thought, was being the best among others. Overcoming the competition and coming out on top. Not just being the best alone.

	Uncharted though the island might have been, it was obvious someone had been there. He thought the bones looked old. Carruthers confirmed as much, inspecting the spinal section and declaring that the body had been there for at least a decade, maybe longer.

	They had landed on the western shore of the island. To the north and around the east, the rocks rose into large, impossible cliffs. But the west offered a small beach, and a small inlet into which they could bring in the boat and venture forth to see what the land offered. Unfortunately, the rocks played havoc with their hull and tore it asunder before they realized they had ventured too close. What had been planned as a simple landing had become a wreck. They fled to the shore out of necessity and would need to harvest wood and supplies to repair the hull before they could leave.

	From the sea, Mackenzie saw vast swaths of forest. That meant, if nothing else, timber for building. There would likely be animals for hunting, as well. And certainly good fishing, for the waters were abundant with cod and sturgeon.

	He captained a crew of a dozen men. Carruthers, the ship’s medic, was the newest member and the least experienced in exploring. He had joined the expedition in the hopes of heading west, but he was amenable to Mackenzie’s plans to stay on the eastern shores of the United States. Carson, Bundy, Lowell, and Ashley were also new additions from Acadia. They were green but hungry, and they seemed like good and loyal men. Mackenzie had high hopes for success.

	“Gentlemen,” Mackenzie said to his assorted crew. “Let us explore. Mr. Lucas will oversee the repair work.”

	They had been on shore no more than five minutes when Carson discovered the bones. Some of the men were not convinced they were human at first, but Carruthers confirmed that they were.

	“It’s an ill omen,” Lowell said, and Mackenzie waved away the idea.

	“I don’t believe in omens, Mr. Lowell. A man must make his own luck. Nature, chance, random happenstance? These things do not matter.”

	“As you say, Captain,” Lowell said.

	There was a steep hill to scale. The path was marred by roots and shrubs, stray rocks, and slippery footing. Carson led the way, being careful to point out the most treacherous spots, and clearing what he could to allow the other men to follow.

	The island unfolded before them at the top of the hill. Forest as far as the eye could see. Nearly every tree was a maple, tall and proud and densely growing together.

	“There’s a path.” Carson indicated a very narrow foot trail through the trees.

	“Game or men?” someone asked.

	“Men,” Carson answered. “But old.”

	If men were on the island, Mackenzie could not use it. They needed to make sure it was free and unclaimed. Then he could claim it as his own for the North West Company, set up an outpost, and have an advantage in trading between the Commonwealth and Acadia. It would be a place where they could rally, rest, and plan expeditions that would cut travel time significantly while opening more opportunities. They would just need to map the passage safely to avoid the rocks. It would offer strategic advantage and safety.

	The group traveled inland. Carson had his rifle at the ready, and some of the other men had pistols drawn. No one was sure to whom the island belonged, so there was safety in being cautious. Violence among traders had become more common. Disagreements led to brawls, and sometimes even deaths. So far from any shore, towns, or laws, a simple trespassing claim could easily be solved with a bullet to the head. Mackenzie kept his men ready.

	The path they followed was extremely narrow and vanished entirely in places that were covered over by wild grass, and once, a patch of wild blueberries. Carson always picked it up again, and soon, they were in a clearing in the forest. Stretched out before them in a natural depression that looked almost like a bowl was a tiny settlement. Just six cabins, built from stones that must have been harvested from the shore. They sat in an open field of grass and small shrubs, with a single stream that fed into a pool near the northeastern end.

	From the outside edge of the bowl, everything looked overgrown. The grass was nearly up to the doors of the little stone cabins. Whoever had built them no longer seemed to be there.

	The investigation of the village proved Mackenzie correct. The houses were abandoned. Some contained relics of the former owners. There were beds, knives, tables, chairs, and bowls. It looked as though whoever lived there abandoned the place in a hurry and left their possessions behind, but it also looked as if it happened years ago.

	The efforts to gather supplies to repair the ship had only just gotten underway when dark clouds from the east rolled in over the island. The wind came in cold, and hail fell with it. Mackenzie called a stop to the efforts, and the men split up among the cabins.

	Despite the storm and their inability to keep working, the men were happy to have so much extra space to themselves. Two men to a cabin was a luxury compared to their accommodations on the ship. There was wood for fires, and with the supplies they brought from the ship, they cooked meals and got some rest.

	The storm raged outside, and the wind howled with an eerie, menacing quality. At first, Mackenzie thought there were people outside, the men playing a joke, or perhaps someone in horrible pain. When he checked, there was nothing but the freezing wind.

	The rain and hail turned to sleet. It made no sense that such a cold storm should have come in. It was still early autumn, the day had been warm, and the seas had been mild. But this was shaping up to be a winter storm, with the temperature quickly dropping enough to kill anyone who could not find shelter.

	It was snowing heavily by nightfall. There was a buildup on the ground several inches deep. Mackenzie feared he and the men did not have enough firewood to make it through the night. The sudden drop in temperature was as brutal as it was unexpected.

	Dawn came, and the storm still raged. Bundy came to Mackenzie to report that the food had been taken from his cabin. Carruthers was next, and Lowell after that. All the food had gone missing in the middle of the night. They had taken the supplies with them from the ship; nothing was left behind.

	Mackenzie checked the crate of supplies that he had brought into his cabin. It had been emptied as well. Someone had dared to break into the captain’s cabin in the middle of the night and take the food. No one knew who did it. There were no tracks in the snow.

	Some of the men went into the woods to hunt. The weather meant repairing the boat was impossible, so they needed to hunker down and wait out the blizzard. Hours passed, and the men who had ventured into the woods did not return.

	No one had brought clothing suitable for long-term exploration in freezing temperatures. Mackenzie began to fear the worst.

	The men who remained behind began to blame each other for the missing food. With no tracks in the snow, they determined it could not have been outsiders. It had to be one of them. Mackenzie was inclined to agree, but he could not rightly say who was responsible. He did not want to believe any of his men—men he trusted—would steal food from their fellow crewmembers, but someone had done just that.

	The men never returned from the hunt, and the storm continued into the second day. A search party went out after the hunters. Three more men. Gone. Five total. Those who remained grew more paranoid. They feared they were not alone on the island. The bones they had seen were an omen, just as Lowell had said. They were all doomed to die.

	Mackenzie awoke to the unmistakable smell of roasting chicken on the third day. He followed it out into the storm and unrelenting snow that had built up higher and higher around the stone cabins. He’d never seen anything like it, but at that moment, he didn’t care. He smelled meat cooking and followed it, freezing, and trudging through the snow to the farthest cabin from his own, pounding on the door until Carruthers opened it.

	“There’s no meat here, Captain,” Carruthers assured him. “We’re starving just like everyone else.”

	Mackenzie searched and found no trace of it, but the smell lingered. He thought for a moment that he saw grease on Carruthers’ fingers. He said nothing as he left. His men were lying. They had turned on him, stolen from him, and put his life in jeopardy. It could not stand.

	Everyone stayed in their cabins for the rest of the day.

	Bundy and Morris were gone the next day, and their cabin was empty. Their tracks led into the woods. No one would volunteer to find them. Only five men remained, including Mackenzie.

	Hunger pains became a distraction, but Mackenzie had survived without food before. The snow still raged the next morning. It was hard to get the cabin door open. Carruthers was missing, and so was Lowell. Only Carson and Wellesley remained. None of the missing men had taken their possessions with them. Their clothes and all of their gear remained behind.

	The snow stopped on the final day. Mackenzie was alone when he woke. Carson and Wellesley were gone. Their tracks led into the forest. Both men had gone barefoot, and all their clothing was left behind.

	Mackenzie took a rifle and a pistol. He headed into the forest, charging through the snow, fighting against the cold that seeped into his bones. The tracks were easy to follow. They wound through the maple trees, deeper and deeper into the forest where at least the tree cover had stopped some of the savagery of the weather and the snow was not so deep.

	He walked for what must have been an hour until he came upon a clearing in the forest. A ring of seven stones sat in the middle. Though they were covered in snow, the entire ring was brilliant red. Blood saturated everything. It clung to the trunks of the nearby trees, covered the stones, and soaked into the snow, all from the pile of mutilated bodies in the center of the clearing.

	The bodies of his men.

	Mackenzie stared in horror. He could think of no animal that would savage men in such a fashion. Their flesh had not just been torn; it had been cut away. Chunks taken away as though they were pigs at a butcher shop. Meat had been scraped to the bone across their bodies.

	He saw Carson’s body, the last one on the pile. Clear, deep teeth marks were sunk into the man’s face. Not the teeth of a beast; no animal of the forest did this. The teeth of a man. Someone had eaten his men. Someone had killed them for their flesh.

	As Mackenzie backed away, something moved in the pile. He thought at first that one of the men had somehow endured the horrible injuries and was still living. But he was wrong.

	The thing that crawled out of the pile was not one of his men. Nor was it living. Like them, it was missing flesh. It was covered in ragged, bloody meat clinging to exposed bone. A second creature climbed from the pile, and then a third. By the time Mackenzie saw the fourth, he turned and ran.

	The snow slowed him. It did not slow the fleshless beasts.

	And when they set upon him, their teeth felt like ice.


Chapter 1: Survival

	 

	It was still dark when Shane awoke. The sound of the waves crashing against the rocks was almost soothing, and it likely helped in getting to sleep the night before. He hadn’t thought he would sleep, but it had taken both him and Frank.

	No one had come looking for them, at least no one who had come down the snowy cliffside path that led to the cave in which they had spent the night. The blizzard had ensured that the villagers would hold tight in their homes, but that wouldn’t last. Shane could already see that the snow had lessened. It fell now in simple, fat, fluffy flakes. It was almost serene, a sharp contrast to the brutal storm from the night before.

	Frank was still asleep, curled up with blankets provided by the girl, Alina, from the village. The fire had died down to glowing, red embers. Shane pulled over another of the logs that had been waiting in the cave and set it down gently.

	The way the stone passage curved in the cave, they were protected from much of the wind. The exterior had jutting, rocky barriers that stopped most of it before it reached the cave’s mouth. It was an exceptionally well-laid-out space for withstanding a night in the cold. It almost seemed like it had been made intentionally.

	They had come to Maple Grove Island to investigate the disappearance of a young man, the son of Frank’s old army buddy. They had found the boy on the island, his remains torn apart and half-eaten. By what, they did not know at the time.

	The community on the island, presenting themselves as a sort of hippie commune that made maple syrup and lived a peaceful, isolated life, knew about the ghost. Not all of them knew it was real. Not all of them knew it was a killer, but enough of them did.

	The island’s leader, Mallory, certainly did. She had sacrificed the young man, believing that the ghost was a nature spirit that would help their harvest and guarantee them abundance for the year. She was deluded and didn’t want to hear otherwise.

	Everyone had been more than happy to help Frank and Shane when they first arrived. Or at least pretended to. They lied, saying they didn’t know about the young man. They said he had left the island, and that no one had seen him since. Things had changed quickly after that first day. The villagers had tried to burn them to death in their cabin and then chased them with guns through the woods.

	If it wasn’t for the fact that most of the residents of the island were incompetent and unskilled in fighting or tracking, and none of them could shoot a gun to save their lives, Shane would probably be dead. As it was, he was waiting out a blizzard inside a cave on the island’s eastern rock wall.

	There was no way to contact the outside world except by radio. The only radios that Shane and Frank knew about were on the three boats on the island’s western shore. The boats were guarded by armed men.

	Shane had promised a man named Mo, the ship’s captain who’d taken them to the island days earlier, that they would contact him after three days. With the blizzard, Shane didn’t think Mo would hold them to the agreement. It was unreasonable to expect that he would have come to them, or that they could somehow get to him. That meant it was unlikely anyone was looking for them. They needed to get away on their own. They needed to get to the boats.

	Shane didn’t want to leave. The entire island’s population was looking to kill him. There were also mutilated ghosts that had been killing and trying to eat people, but Shane wanted to stay. He wanted to finish what they had started and destroy the spirit.

	The problem was it was not just one ghost. Shane had destroyed one the night before, and it was not the ghost he had tangled with previously. He didn’t know how many spirits were on the island, but he suspected there were several. Combined with the weather working against them, and the villagers, Frank was right. It would be smarter to head back to the mainland. Smarter to let the authorities know that the people of the village were murderers, or at least complicit to murder.

	“We cannot police this island,” Frank had said. Shane wanted to handle it, but Frank was right. Real people’s lives were involved, some of whom were already dead and had families looking for them. They shouldn’t have had to wait for Shane to decide how to handle the situation.

	Frank had agreed with Shane, however, that they weren’t done. The police in Maine could deal with the islanders, but the ghost was for Frank and Shane to solve. One ghost or several, it didn’t matter. They would take care of it and make sure no one else who came to the island suffered the same fate.

	Fire climbed up the side of the log, brightening the cave, and increasing the warmth in the small space. Alina, the girl who had brought the missing young man to the island in the first place, had spent the night there previously. She didn’t remember how she’d gotten there, but Shane suspected one of the ghosts had taken her.

	While ghosts were killing the villagers of the island and trying to eat their flesh, at least one of them was not acting like the others. Shane had fought with the ghost more than once, but it refused to commit to the fight. It backed off when it should have pressed advantages, and once, it even seemed like it helped them get away from armed men. Shane wondered if it had helped Alina escape, and if so, why.

	There were still so many questions. The little village on the island had been built long before any of the people who lived there now. There were also unmarked graves in the woods, and what looked like a small altar of skulls hidden in the base of a felled tree. All of it looked to be well more than one hundred years old, probably even older.

	Something horrible had clearly happened on that island. The victims of the ghosts were being killed in the same way the ghosts themselves had died. Their bodies were carved up with tools, but also with teeth. It was as though someone was preparing them to be used as meals, butchering the body, taking the largest muscles, and then chewing the bones clean.

	Shane had never dealt with cannibals. He doubted many people had. While the ghosts could not eat their victims, that could very well have been what happened to them while they were alive. A cycle that repeated for years.

	On an isolated island, maybe during the brutal blizzards that took place in winter, who knew what could have happened? It wasn’t inconceivable that the original builders of the village resorted to the unthinkable if they were trapped.

	Shane did not like to give in to speculation. There could have been a million explanations for everything on the island he didn’t understand. Starting to make assumptions was how people like Mallory ended up believing that the ghost was a nature spirit and that allowing it to kill people would somehow produce more maple syrup for the islanders. Shane wouldn’t ever give in to something that foolish, but the sentiment was the same.

	He preferred to deal with concrete explanations. In the end, it also didn’t matter to him. Why the ghosts did what they did was a secondary concern. They just needed to be stopped. If he never found out what happened on that island, he wouldn’t lose a lot of sleep over it.

	Shane had agreed to come with Frank to the island because Frank needed his help. Frank couldn’t do what Shane could do. A ghost needed to be stopped, and that was what Shane planned to do.

	Dawn was just breaking when Frank awoke, and the dark horizon became a pale gray. The sky was still filled with clouds, and it was unlikely they were going to see the sun.

	Shane filled the small kettle that Alina had provided them with snow and boiled the water. They had brought coffee with them from the mainland, and they shared a breakfast of beef jerky and some crackers with it.

	The men spoke little. They didn’t need to. One of the things Shane appreciated about Frank was that he knew when a conversation was necessary and when one wasn’t. They finished quickly and packed their things before heading out. Shane took the handgun from his pack before leaving, slipping it into the waistline at the rear of his pants. The people of the island were becoming more trigger-happy, and he wanted to be prepared.

	There was every reason to believe that the docks would still be guarded. Nevertheless, they were prepared to square off with anyone who stood in the way. The night before, they had allowed one of the guards to get a flare off and summon help. It would not happen again.

	With the blizzard and the continued cold temperatures, Shane didn’t think more than two guards would be there. No one could handle being out in that weather for too long. They had to be working in shifts, and they would likely be miserable. The villagers were not fighters by nature. Most of them were the hippies they presented themselves as; they were just liars on top of it. These people weren’t prone to violence, strategy, or anything that would help them keep Shane and Frank from the boats.

	The narrow path up the side of the cliff to the island surface was buried beneath a foot of snow. Shane took the lead, clearing as much as he could out of the way. When they reached the top, the untouched blanket of snow stretched in every direction as far as he could see.

	The maple forest before him was quiet and still. There were no animals or birds on the island. Nothing stirred. The snow fell softly, there was barely a breeze, and for one of the first times since they arrived, visibility was not terrible. It was just that there was nothing to see.

	The world had an unfinished look to it in the dim light of early morning. The docks and the three boats were on the exact opposite side of the island. The snow was deep, and the going would not be quick, but it was their only option. Shane started forward and Frank followed behind.

	They kept to the forest, avoiding the open field that existed between it and the village. Shane did not want to risk being seen either in the village or at the sugar shack. He also thought that perhaps the snow might not be as deep between the trees in parts of the woods, allowing them to go faster. There was a risk of running into the ghost, but it didn’t seem to have any qualms about where it showed up on the island, so being in the trees would not necessarily make things worse.

	There was a heaviness to the quiet of the island that was unnatural. Even the sea was muffled, the howling of the wind absent at long last, and the only sounds were their footfalls crunching in the snow.

	Shane kept his eyes peeled for any signs of the ghosts. With any luck, he and Frank would be on a boat and leaving the island within the hour. It was too bad that he didn’t put a lot of faith in luck.


Chapter 2: Silenced

	 

	Shane and Frank were hunkered down in a small clearing they had made behind a copse of maple trees. They were about twenty yards from the path that led down to the docks on the island’s western side.

	There had been two guards stationed in front of the path the night before. Shane saw no one now, and that seemed suspicious. If Mallory knew Shane and Frank were trying to get to the boats, why would they leave them unguarded?

	Initially, the people of the village had just wanted Shane and Frank to go away. They had told them the same lies that they had told the police who came looking for the young man named Jackson. He had been on the island, he didn’t seem like a good fit, and he had left of his own volition. That was their official story, and the police had no reason to suspect otherwise.

	The locals hoped Shane and Frank would believe the same story and also leave to find Jackson on the mainland. Things changed when it became clear that they weren’t satisfied with simple answers. Eventually, Mallory decreed that Shane and Frank were not allowed to leave the island. Instead, they were to be executed. When burning down their cabin with them locked inside didn’t work, the villagers were just going to shoot the men.

	Leaving the boats unguarded smelled like a trap to Shane. Something was wrong. Mallory had some cunning. She would set a trap, and Shane could imagine it being clever.

	The two men waited in silence, spying the path from around the trees where they were hidden. It was hard to tell from a distance, but it looked to Shane like there was no longer a footpath there. The snow had covered everything, which meant there had not been people there in some time.

	“Nothing here,” Frank said.

	He had been watching the eastern side while Shane observed the west. The sun was fully risen now, and though the gray skies kept it at bay, the world was clear beyond the soft, fat flakes of falling snow. There was nowhere for anyone to hide unless they had ventured down the zigzagging path to the dock below.

	It was likely that the guards had fallen back to the boats. It made sense during the blizzard that they would seek shelter. There was only one way to know for certain.

	Shane nodded at Frank, and they got up, shouldered their packs, and then headed single file toward the nearly hidden path down to the dock. It was difficult to be stealthy in a field of white, especially when they had to clear their way.

	Shane approached the western edge of the island and the rocky cliffside that led downward. He heard the ocean softly crashing against the rocks below. A small inlet came in toward the island, and it was there that the tiny wooden dock awaited with three boats. Or at least, that’s what they had seen when they first arrived.

	As Shane approached the edge, ready to head down to the zigzagging path, he got a clear view of the inlet and the dock below. The wooden slats were covered in snow, as were the rocks that jutted up to the left and to the right. There was nothing on the water. All three boats were missing.

	Shane cursed, and Frank came to his side, looking down over the edge.

	“Unbelievable,” Frank said.

	“No, I can see her doing something like this,” Shane replied. “Mallory would cut off her own people at a time when they were being killed by this spirit, just to spite us. Just to keep us here.”

	“Sounds like her,” Frank conceded.

	Mallory had taken on something of a fanatical tone. She believed wholeheartedly in the spirit of the island. Shane did not doubt that she thought she was speaking the truth about what the spirit did for the people. She believed they were prospering, but she also believed she needed to give people to the ghost for that to happen. She was fine with human sacrifices to a cannibal spirit. She believed it was the greater good playing out. She was crazy, but she was crafty. She wasn’t stupid.

	“They can’t have gone far. They must have moved them someplace we haven’t seen yet. Some backup dock or cove somewhere.”

	“You don’t think they just left?” Shane asked.

	“I don’t think she can afford to lose three loyal people who would need to captain those boats.”

	Shane nodded, considering Frank’s words. He made a good point. The island’s population was relatively small, only several dozen people. Among them, not everyone was on board with what Mallory was doing. Most of them seemed to be in the dark.

	By Shane’s count, Mallory only had between one and two dozen people loyal to her and backing her up. Those seemed to be the ones who were aware of the ghost and the price that they were all paying to be on the island. The rest were ignorant, simply living in an artsy community that made maple syrup.

	“What should we do now? We could wait for Mo, but there’s no telling if or when he could come, especially with the weather,” Frank said.

	Shane nodded. He didn’t want to leave their fate in the hands of someone they barely knew. The missing boats were a setback. It wasn’t just the boats; it was the radios. There was no way to contact Mo on the mainland, or anyone else. But Shane did not think that was the end of things.
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