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The Deadly Retreat











The enormous ship sailed over the turbulent Pacific waters and headed to Dawson Island like a lion preying on its food. Clara Dawson was in the bow of the ship, with the wind blowing through her hair and her heart beating in time with the distant sound of the boat engine. This would be her first actual encounter with her father, Graham, since she had departed home years earlier, a meeting which was necessitated by need and not family yearning. She was squinting in the sun, not knowing whether her fear was more because of seeing him or because it was a meeting of some of the most powerful CEOs who had assembled what they referred to as a masculinity retreat.

As they approached the island, it grew bigger and bigger, a mean land of high pines and rough precipices. The mansion was on the edge of the cliff and was elegant-looking but threatening, and the shadows were cast on the docks as the boat arrived. The men of influence and wealth who had been in the retreat awaited it on the shore, with faces which showed a mixture of anxious expectancy and some kind of hidden anxiety. It was as though she had been shivering involuntarily down her spine as she looked at the motley crew, all of whom could be her allies or enemies, and all of whom were shrouded in secrets. It was as though it were a nest of wolves, and she was an innocent lamb.

"Welcome to Dawson Island!" Graham called after her, and his voice rose above the noise of waves and voices. She smiled, but in her heart a storm was raging, an indignation and an incongruous desire. He picked her up in a short embrace, such as might have been given in the presence of a crowd rather than of a love-maker, and hastened on to his guests. Even in this small environment, she lost herself in the majesty.

The mingling CEOs were trading jibes that appeared to be too evoked and too forced, but Clara could not get rid of the impression that a tempest was brewing under their smooth surfaces. There was an air of tension, and the air was so thick that she could almost feel the fear clouding the air under the disguise of bravado. She heard bits of a conversation, words such as 'business strategy', 'synergy' and 'dominance' interspersed with false laughter.

"A gathering of titans, yes? But where's the camaraderie?" 'I know, I know, I know, I know,' said Clara to herself, scowling. She walked along the trail way which led off the island into the green undergrowth. Maybe seclusion would stabilise her in the broiling confusion of withdrawal.

As Clara walked down the dingy paths, the noises of merry laughter died away, and the rustle of wind among the trees and the falling of the waves on the rocky coast were heard. The scenery was lovely but disturbing in its seclusion. The island seemed to be holding its breath in anticipation of something that would disturb its calmness.

She stopped and looked back to the mansion, and a shiver ran through her. An aura of discomfort scratched the back of her mind as she remembered the things she had heard about Dawson Island: the stories of tragedies of the past and the secrets of the island. Was it fear and betrayal that made her father build his empire? This backlash aimed to redefine masculinity, but it carried a sinister undertone, resembling a masquerade that concealed dark intentions.

You are not here to have a retreat, are you? Whispering, she hardly dared the trees to answer. It was at this moment that she heard a rustling noise which made her heartbeat rise; she turned around with half an expectation that the CEOs had a kind of lurking place and were wishing to escape the stifling conferences. Rather, a rabbit scampered across the road and was lost in the bushes, where Clara was giggling at herself because of her nervousness.

As she moved down the winding path, that chilling thought went through her mind – what if she found out more than the secrets about her father? And what would happen in case she hit something darker, something he could not even control? The road turned and turned in a manner that was both well known and strange, and Clara was unable to get the sense that the island was staring at her like it was baiting her.

By the time she returned to the mansion, she felt a different atmosphere. The laugh of Graham crashed with the subdued gasps of his guests, and a wave of confusion ran through the crowd. Clara went forward, her heart beating. There was a lack of vitality in the gathering, and the air was oppressive with suppressed tension. She sensed that something was wrong, but she was unsure of how deeply it was rooted or how quickly it would unravel.

"What happened?" she asked his half-brother Andrew, who stood close by, his face pale. He was unsure how to reply; the brave side swept out of his features.

"Evelyn's missing. She hasn’t been seen off by anyone lately, I replied, and my voice was low. Everyone is on his nerves; they reckon...

However, to his utterance, a wild scream was heard in the direction of the cliffside. The stomach of Clara fell, and the instinct came into play. Her heart beat in her breast; she ran to the sound. It would all depend on what they were to find at that edge.





The telephone call was just in time to change the sky outside the little cabin of Clara to the deep blue of early evening. She was unfolding a map of Dawson Island—a battered, wrinkled thing, which she had not had to unfasten since the time she had been out on her last patrol. The ring cut through the silence, and the dog at her feet raised his head and whined. Clara scowled and looked at the new number. She was not expecting a person, not tonight. Slowly she raised the receiver.

"Dawson Ranger Station", said Clara, steady but enquiring.

It was Graham Dawson, Clara, and the gravelly voice came from the other end. We need you on the island. Something's happened – urgent. Get ready and grab your equipment and head over. No delays.

Her heart tightened. Graham Dawson was a name that was weighted equal to a stone that had sunk in her stomach. She had not talked to him in years, since she had abandoned the family property and had attempted to make a life of her very own. But here he was, telling her how to do things as though she was still chained to the strangled family web of Dawson Island. "What in the world is happening?" I said, endeavouring to maintain my even temper.

"Something not to be talked over on the telephone," Graham gave a cold reply. Just get here. Clara had not protested before the line died.

She looked at the receiver with her mind busy. The island was always a shadowy place of secrets, a citadel of power, which was in the hands of her father. The message was now obvious—she was drawn away at a single sudden stroke. Her chest tightened, and she caught her jacket and threw her rucksack on one shoulder. The old road led to the shore, where stood a boat, on board of which she could sail to the island she had long been familiar with – but which now was as distant as the moon.

The air of the outside was cold and clear and smelt of pine and salt. The breeze pulled her hair, and she rushed to the dock, the monotonous sound of the waves on the saddened wood ringing in her ears. Despite walking miles, the familiar landscape soothed a feeling of uneasiness in her mind. It was not only the home of her childhood but also the place where power was playing a deadly game, and none were safe when it was high stakes.

The boat cut through the dark water, and Clara gripped the edge of her pack. Questions went round and round—why had she been called? What was so suddenly changed that she was now obliged to be there? She remembered Evelyn, her stepmother, and the gossip of the withdrawing strong CEOs on the island. Was this event about the retreat? Or is there something still more evil lurking behind the polished surface?

The boat pierced the fog that was creeping over the water, the island gradually appeared— a shadow of stout trees and high precipices, with a slate-grey sky. Clara's breaths were shallow. The island was different tonight; it was weightier, like it was waiting to get its breath. A chill ran down her spine.

As the boat docked, the thick night air was heavy with a sense of tension. A few harsh-looking men in sombre suits were near the landing, and their eyes were sweeping over her arrival with an expression of suspicion or calculation. Graham Dawson was present, and his face was indefinable by the strong floodlights on the gravel. He appeared increasingly challenging, as if aspiration and defeat had battered him equally.

He greeted Clara in a cold manner. We must have someone who is in and out of this island. I am entrusting you to a close guard. Things have taken a dark turn.

She saw the constriction in his eyes, the firmness of his jaw. And there was no time to explain, and yet the burden of what was not said came down upon her as surely as the night air. Clara nodded and had to put her discomfort out of the way. The secrets of the island were hers to discover – as she would or would not have the truth.

Shadows on the bright windows in the background of the mansion moved. And in the thick woodlands somewhere at the heart of the island, there was but one cold sound, the whisper of the wind, the slightest suggestion of something to be discovered. Clara went forward and found the first strands of a net closing around her, and she was asking herself how far she was going to go to untangle the fatal secret of the very heart of the retreat.





As soon as Clara Dawson made a tentative step into the dark opening, her eyes were fixed upon the sight of hideous horror that paralysed her. The body of Evelyn Dawson was sprawling on the wet ground, with her face, once so glamorous, twisted in a hideous mask of horror. Blood—the thick, crimson darkness—was gathered around her head as a morbid halo and soaked the grass and dripped into the crevices of the uneven surface. The decapitated head had been neatly placed a few feet away as though the murderer wanted the world to witness the atrocity she had caused.

The breath of Clara caught with the nauseating smell of iron and decaying leaves. She instinctively put her hand to her radio, but the fingers hesitated over the button. This matter was not to be known to anybody. The island was barred, shut up, since the death of Evelyn, and the confusion of her discovery caused her to forget her precaution momentarily. The smothered stir of some distant shouting and the rushing of footsteps was heard through the trees as other guests and the staff started to come together in response to the sudden crisis.

The first shock narrowed her chest and choked her throat until she struggled to restrain her control. She made a jerky step backward with her eyes wildly flitting about. She must have been found by someone – probably by Graham – but his mask of composure was broken by his face into cold marble. Coldness was a shiver that ran through Clara: the murder of Evelyn was not an accidental tragedy. It was a well-planned piece of violence, cruel and unnatural, meant to deliver a message or to conceal something much more sinister lurking behind the curtain.

The wild bang of footsteps that was coming nearer could be heard. Clara's heart pounded. She thought like a flash, attempting to fit together what little she had – the gossip, the secrets, the hints of family disgrace – and now a human life had been forcibly taken in some distant part of this forbidden land. One of them had more about him than they were saying. She had a feeling that this was not the end, and under the pretext of privilege and power, the ugly truths of the island were about to shatter everything.

There were shouts all around, as other people at last joined. Graham, Andrew, and one of the CEOs – they all gawked at the hideous scene, their faces grim and strained. Graham had a tight and controlled voice, and his jaw was clenched as he assumed command. "Secure the area. No one leaves." His language created no mistaken impression, and the island was now brought to a disturbing silence, broken only by the rustling of the leaves and the murmuring of the police radios on the mainland. The maiming was heavy in the air and full of fear and suspicion. Clara felt the itch on her fingers to reveal the truth, and she was now in a deadly game where each move would be her final move.

Clara stood in horror-struck amazement and stared at the horrid scene in front of her. The dead body of Evelyn Dawson sprawled against the cold, hard floor of the opulent living room, which was so hideous that it was unbelievable. However, the present was not a nightmare because of the intense dread in her stomach. When she turned to see Graham, he did not look panicked, as one might have thought him to be, by the revelation of such a dreadful fact. Rather, a cold stillness pervaded him, as though he had long been training himself for any extremes of tragedy. The CEOs were already congregating, and their whispers were turning into muffled accusations, and questions lingered in the atmosphere like fog. The suspense was snapping, and Clara felt it was gripping her neck.

Graham was a tall person in the centre of the mayhem, his ice-blue eyes sweeping the room like a laser. 'No one comes off this island until further notice,' said the voice, which was commanding and cold and which cut through the trembling murmurs of astonishment. The visitors became quiet, and their discomfort could be felt in contrast to the splendour of the mansion. It was the voice of a man, used to being obeyed. Clara saw him pointing to the security forces, his white suit standing out in contrast with the grey setting of the mess that was going on. She might have seen the security forces nod, their attitude shifting from stupefied to alert, and they appeared willing to impose his will with uncompromising strictness.

There was an air of nervousness about the place when Graham set the lockdown and had all doors locked and communication with the mainland stopped. 'This is a personal affair now,' he thought, and firmly the impending excitement of the dread that was crawling up the corners of the room was banished. Clara could not get rid of the impression that his response was too professional, too premeditated for a bereaved husband. The atmosphere was charged as guests looked at each other confusedly and suspiciously. The island no longer serves as a haven for the high-profile executives but has made them all a web of concealed truths.

This is not right. said Clara to herself with the burden of her instincts bearing down on her. She had known Graham since childhood, and always she felt full of a sort of self-assured domination over his environment, but this time it was different. His hardness of manner seemed less to be keeping order currently than to be covering the pandemonium that was raging within. She shuddered as he looked directly at her, perceiving it as a challenge that was unspoken but emanating from him. They both knew her to be the only outsider in this place, the new park ranger who has no relationship with the industry or the dangerous game, but she feels that the family history is playing out in the muddy underbelly.

The other guests had been restlessly moving about, but Clara endeavoured to keep them unobtrusive. She could see Graham manoeuvring his way around the room, avoiding talking about the horror they had just witnessed with great skill. This we will discuss later, and the flock of CEOs went away without a murmur, their authoritative style not allowing any opposition. But Clara felt the strain boil up under the skin when they swivelled their eyes back to the scene of tragedy. It was stuffy in the air, filled with the unspoken accusations and the threats that were still there.

Clara made a decision to move closer to the scene, and her determination became stronger. Even promises of silence or panicked lockdown would not stop her on her way to discover the truth. She was forced to squeeze through the crevices in the armour that Graham was wearing, and she knew the secret paths on the island. The secrets that lay so deep in Dawson Island talked to the trees, and she was going to hear.

"What about an investigation?" Somebody broke into a croak with a trembling voice. Clara glanced up and noticed one of the younger CEOs, Steven, she recalled, wringing his hands as he obviously felt uneasy with the stiffness of the atmosphere. "We must find out what has happened here, for sure. We cannot sit back and... pretend that nothing is wrong."

"Nothing wrong? You know, you have seen it with your own eyes!" Graham came to a sharper tone, and his control slipped but a little. "It is not about your uneasiness. I will not allow the media to divide us. Not now, not ever." The latent danger was undeniable, and the alarm in his voice was enough to cause shivers of terror to run around the room.

When the lockdown of the island took its final toll on them in the form of a heavy blanket, Clara peeked at the faces of the CEOs. They were all in their own trap of terror – or still worse, collusion. The questions that were not answered raced through her head. Why had Evelyn been targeted? What feuds were beneath this retreat? And most importantly, how long might the demeanour of composure be maintained in the brewing storm of suspicion?

The outlines were made, but Clara was bent on feeling her way amid the stifling darkness that was closing in on them all. Graham could have shut them all in, but the reality had a means of escape. As each stroke of the clock struck in the silence, Clara became more determined. She could not afford to be another victim in the cold game of power and control of Graham. The murderer had only started to be hunted.
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The Rules of Silence











The spacious sitting room in the manor was colder than usual, though there was a fire blazing in the hearth. The odour of well-finished wood and costly perfume was faintly in the air, attempting to cover the tension that was stiffening it. Clara was standing by the doorway, loosely holding a notebook in her hand and watching as the room filled with powerful men and a few of the staff moving around like shadows along the edges. They were sitting all together now, and eyes darted with impatience, and fingers tingled on the paper and pens which carried a burden of something much greater than a mere signature.

Graham Dawson sat at the head of the long oak table in his custom-made suit, which tightened around his broad figure like armour, with a repose that felt more like an imputation. His eyes moved across the company as the company lawyer cleared his throat and started reading the Non-Disclosure Agreement. 'You are on Dawson Island, and you are under strict confidentiality,' intoned the lawyer, with a clipped, unemotional voice. By the signature of this, you pledge never to reveal to any third party any of the events, conversations, or incidents taking place here, such as the untimely demise of Mrs Evelyn Dawson. You recognise the seriousness of the violation and its legal consequences.

Paper rustling and scratching pens on parchment sounded off, and the words of the lawyer were punctuated. Clara's throat tightened. She was well aware of what this entailed. Nobody was permitted to talk of what had occurred – no one could go. The island was a prison; the signature walls closed it up, and they cut deeper than chains. It was an active silence, calculated not only to secure the reputation of the retreat.

One CEO followed another, and the faces were schooled, but the eyes betrayed a turmoil of opposing feelings. Michael Trent shook slightly while he was signing. The knuckles of his pen whitened, and Lucas Grant clenched his jaw as though he himself were losing the battle. Derek Shaw looked at Steven Chu, who stood as if in stone, but with a blinking that was too rapid; there were betrayals of hidden thoughts that were brewing in him. Suspicion caused Carl Bishop, always the eagle-eyed head of security, to scan the room with a questioning eye before his pen touched the paper.

The load of it struck Clara like a wave, and she withdrew without protest. This was no longer a retreat of any kind. It was a castle built of lies and threats, with each brick serving as a lock that sealed away the memory of Evelyn's murder. She had a quick glance at Graham. His cold stare didn't waver. It was a reminder of his iron fist on the island and all the people who were in this trap. His rules covered no one, not even Clara.

The voice of the lawyer had lowered to a kind of whisper after the final signature. The indemnity clause is also to say that in case of any loss, damage, or casualty that happens while you are staying in the house, none of you shall take action against the Dawson Estate or its agents. You assume all responsibility and risk.

The room held its breath. This meant that they were not accompanied by anyone. They were completely isolated from the world, not just due to their geographical location, but also because of the cold, unyielding paper. Clara surveyed her surroundings, her gaze swiftly drawn to the hefty French doors that led to the expansive estate grounds beyond. Freedom was an idea as far away as the shore of the mainland. The silence was stamped in, absolute and suffocating.

Then, as though the delicate bubble of the moment had broken, Graham said:

"Any questions?" His voice was deep, abrupt and decisive.

One of the guests cleared his throat and came forward timorously.

"Is there a way of communicating with the outside? Any exceptions?"

Graham smiled, but briefly, and that smile did not go all the way up to his eyes. You got your phones; service is unreliable but there. More than that, you have come to concentrate on the retreat. Distractions serve no one." He gestured toward the exits. "That includes leaving."

The finality sounded in the ears of Clara, and murmurs went through the room. She hid her notebook under her arm, and her thoughts ran wild with the implications. All secrets and all motives and all lies would no longer be heard beyond these walls. The sole survival strategy was to find a way to survive the silence, recover the truth and survive.

The guests had gotten up to go out of the room, and their motions were stiff and guarded, as Clara saw the little but unmistakable changes. Looking at one another, seeking, reasoning. One was scared of the silent current under the polished fronts. And still between them somewhere in the darkness the murderer was free – waiting, watching, now bound by the same frozen oath of silence.

The broad table of the main lodge of Dawson Island was warm with a buzz of silent yet anxious conversation, and all the guests were covered with a shining veneer of easy manners which just concealed the real unease beneath. Michael Trent, the tech mogul, stood casually leaning against a railing, his keen eyes sparkling with unspoken calculation. His affable smile fell rather short of his eyes, and his eyes were darting about whenever the name of Evelyn Dawson was mentioned in whispers. He could have done without her abrupt silence, particularly when weighed against the gossip concerning his back-room traffic, which was about to break out. Lucas Grant, the violent CEO with a hot temper, was not too far off and was in an argument with Derek Shaw, the ruthless hedge fund manager. The atmosphere between them was filled with resentment which had no words and some old quarrels that were boiling right under the surface. They both evidently had secrets too serious to tell, secrets that would ruin their professions – or even ruin their lives.

Meanwhile, Steven Chu was watching all this in silent intensity, drinking his drink and listening rather than talking. His quiet, alert manner put people at their ease – as though a beast of prey were measuring the strength of its prospective food. There were rumours of his dark side, his past that he has buried up until now. Each look he gave appeared to be thought out, considering options and planning weaknesses. Some distance away on the other side of the room, the paranoid CEO of a security company, Carl Bishop, continued to look over his shoulder, holding a small device close to his chest. The paranoid suspicion had caused him to be suspicious of all people, more so of Graham Dawson, whose domineering character appeared to squeeze its trigger with each passing second. Clara Dawson stood on the fringes and with her spying eyes caught snatches of these underhand schemes and felt the tempest brewing only a little way under the veil of luxury and authority. The thick air on the island with its overbearing smell of salt and pine appeared to be pushing closer and closer, with secrets to tell that were about to be unlocked.

As the evening progressed and the guests dispersed into distinct groups, Clara experienced a sense of foreboding. She was aware that there was darkness just outside the smooth surface of their retreat. Her eyes darted back and forth, face to face, and she could see that there was a slight tension in the shoulders and that the breath was being drawn more quickly by the one who felt observed. Shadows were stretched, and the far cry of a solitary seabird broke silence, as it were, like a warning. There was a pause of frightened disbelief as some shuffling noise out of the thick woods startled everybody, but none dared look into the matter. It was more, she realised, than secrets that were being concealed on the island – there was something dangerous waiting its time. And as the night grew darker and darker, that lurking danger came nearer and nearer, the shadows promising violence that was to follow. The pulse of Clara increased, and she tightened her hands upon the railing as she reflected on what she had still to discover – because in Dawson Island trust was a mere illusion, and the real darkness was dawning.

Clara was standing on the borders of the thicket, and her heart was racing as she looked at the deep forests that were all around the retreat mansion. Something unnatural lay heavy on the air, a silence that gave her chills. She twiddled her thumbs and looked over her shoulder at the expansive property where all the mighty CEOs were partying, and none of them had any idea that the storm was right under their feet. Weird emotions started to creep into her mind – Dawson Island was beautiful, a false front and disguise, a trap, and she was driven to find out what was behind it.

Her instincts were on the alert as she turned along the little winding path into the depths of the woods. The path appeared to be breathing and turned underfoot as though it were leading her somewhere. Clara was nearly able to hear the voices of the island itself; the rustle of the leaves was like a reproach. She pushed forward, with an impatient eagerness, and every step of the gravel under her feet rang in her ears like a clock.

Her thoughts were back to the dialogue she had overheard just now, voices in furious conflict in the dining room of the mansion. The air was filled with words such as 'power', 'control' and 'legacy'. These were men; they had too many secrets. The further she walked into the forest, the closer the trees appeared to lean, and their branches were almost weaving together like they were plotting to ensure that she remained in their grip, preventing her from getting to discoveries that would be just at the next turn.

Coming to a halt at a clearing, Clara stood still with her breath in her throat as she saw something glittering on the foot of a gnarled tree. Kneeling, she discovered an ornamented hairpin – unfatigued silver and undoubtedly exquisite – which, also, must have belonged to Evelyn. The pin was holding on to the leftover warmth of the sun, and yet they had too many questions. She held it and was coldly shivering down her spine. How had it landed here? What had been a crown to the hair of Evelyn was now one of the ghosts of the roots, foreshadowing infinitely more sinister relationships. The deeper she dug, the more it became apparent: it was an island of concealed perils.

She was shaken back to the moment by some rustling in the near vicinity. Clara's heart was racing, and she turned her head to the cause. Each beat she was afraid of something coming out of the shadows. It may be game-- or it may be something still worse. Her childhood recollections of the history of Dawson Island reverberated in her head and were filled with vanishings and betrayals. Would this be what happens to her unless she is careful?

"You are not to stay out alone," a voice called to her and brought her back to her mind. Her half-brother, Andrew, son of Graham, had his forehead wrinkled with worry. "The island isn't safe."

"I know nothing you have not already told me," Clara replied in a chorus whose voice was scarcely audible. "Something more than what meets the eye is going on here. I just found Evelyn's hairpin."

Andrew changed his look of concern to unease. 

"This is not only concerning your investigation. You're playing with fire." He raised his hand over the woods. "Things here are what should stay under wraps, Clara. Men in it – and in it are our father and others – are not what they are."

The weight of his words sank in with a shiver running down Clara. The island, with all its fertile vegetation and peaceful views, was a witness of manipulations and deceptions erased long ago. She looked down at the hairpin she was holding in her hand, a mere hair accessory which had the possibility of setting ablaze a fire of revelations. She could not get rid of the impression that there was darkness ahead of her going back to the mansion. What if her quest for the truth just put her in more danger?

Suddenly the air changed, and a puff of wind swept the falling leaves swirling around. Clara experienced it; she could feel the threat of illness right on the verge of her mind. 

"I must know what is really going on here; I must know, Andrew," her voice trembled with it.

"Clara, just listen to me, please, please, please," said Andrew. "You need to back off. I don't want to see you hurt."

But Clara could not go back now. The excitement of the peril and her insatiable desire to know made her like a moth to the flame, and whatever she might have thought against the island only confirmed her determination. She would dig up the past, though it would be like growing against the stream, which would be drawing her away into the darkness.





The radar screen was a small screen flickering at one spot in the dimly lit control room. Helen Morales, the detective, sat up in her chair, staring at the glowing dot that was moving toward Dawson Island. The waves beyond crashed upon the rocky shores, and their beat answered the tension that was knotting in the depths of her chest. It was far off the mainland, and the silence that enclosed her was heavy—disturbing. Silently Morales tapped a beat with her fingers on the metal desk, waiting anxiously until the all-clear came.

The government had been secretive. Nobody had ever told her when she would come to that lonely corner of the earth, enclosed by cold water and colder fictions. The island was under lockdown and secluded with no entry or exit except by authorized hands. The iron grip of Graham Dawson was palpable in all places, and Morales was aware that she had to tread lightly in his world, because the power of the billionaire was felt even in this area, with its mysterious emails, closed phone calls, and silent hovering in the background.

Morales looked at the mission briefing one more time and read the list of names: Clara Dawson, the park ranger who had the darkest family background; Graham Dawson, the head of the family running the place like a fortress; and the five CEOs, each of them a puzzle piece with some shades of guilt and secrets. It seemed scarcely real at all to hear that Evelyn was murdered, yet the accounts had been dreadful—headless, artificial. The cold exactness was an indication of something devised, something ferocious. With the jumble of power relationships in his mind, Morales felt a cold breeze run through the open window and bring with it the slight odor of pine and sea salt—a smell that promised secrets buried deep within the rock of the island.

A crackling of her radio broke the silence. 

"This is Command, Detective Morales. Clearance pending. Stand by." 

Morales placed the device closer to the source of the voice. "Copy that. Standing by."

Minutes passed as the spot on the radar moved within several miles. She was aware that her arrival would change the delicate situation on the island. Clara Dawson was already in the middle of the crossfire, maneuvering the dangers she could not yet identify. Morales was half-fainting to warn the young ranger. Instead, she only possessed fragments of a puzzle that was too complicated and a land that was all too close, breathing in her with every breath.

A fog, which was beginning to wind around the tops of the trees, began to obscure the boundaries of the island, like a ghost that was now about to declare its mysteries. Morales could feel it—as though the island itself were breathing in—a kind of burden in the atmosphere. There were eyes watching somewhere into the shadows. People were aware of her arrival, and not everybody desired the reality to be unveiled.

Her phone was vibrating in her pocket. She drew it out, and the screen revealed a message from Clara:

 "Be careful. This place isn't what it seems."

 Morales swallowed hard. She was not walking into an investigation. She was getting into a web of lies, power, and fear. But the more she held back that last word, the more she vowed to herself that when she finally landed on Dawson Island, she was going to find out everything—by any means.

The radar sounded a second time—clearance received. Morales walked, huddling her coat around her against the damp cold, and headed to the helicopter. Silently the island waited and watched. And somewhere in the darkness there were the answers, just beyond its reach.










