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      The summer sun melted into oranges and pinks on the horizon over the Atlantic Ocean. It was one of the many wonderful gifts Finn enjoyed when he joined his dad on crabbing trips where he couldn’t see a speck of land. Despite the hard work, he treasured the rare quiet moments. The boat settled into an easy rhythm on calm waters, the salty air blew through his hair, and the sun beat down on his skin. That’s when he felt the most alive. Nothing else matched it. But it never lasted long.

      Summer never lasted long enough. The weeks turned over too quickly and the months sped past. By the time he was finally acclimating to life out on the ocean for days at a time, the dreaded return to classes loomed. It was always the dark cloud on the horizon. Now, he was only a couple of weeks away from going back to sitting indoors for hours on end, trying to focus on math and literature, when the beauty of nature called to him. If only his teachers would let him take classes out on the water, he would be so much happier. But Finn wasn’t so lucky.

      A hand fell on his shoulder. He turned to see Dad with his red, pinched face, narrow eyes and overgrown beard turning gray at the edges. To others, he might look intimidating, but Finn saw the kindness in his face, the smile on his lips, and the mirth in his eyes. He looked out over the water with an appreciative nod.

      “You sure you wouldn’t have rather spent the summer at home hanging out with your friends?” He gave Finn a wink and a wide grin that wrinkled his cheeks.

      “And miss all of this?” Finn gestured to the picturesque beauty all around them. “You’ve got to be joking.”

      Dad cocked his head to the side. “I know. It is beautiful. And we’re lucky to be fortunate enough to see it. But…” He trailed off, narrowing his eyes.

      Finn arched his eyebrows. “But?”

      He took a heavy sigh. “You know, it would be better if you went to see them instead of hanging out with your old man every summer.”

      Finn shook his head. “My friends don’t get it, Dad. All they see is the work. They’re more interested in chasing girls or playing video games all day. I get bored.”

      He didn’t elaborate more than that. Dad didn’t need to know all the details about how his friends detested the idea of netting crabs as a way of life. Even though many of his friends had family who did this, too, they rejected it. They wanted to leave Leekston and forget crabbing completely. Sure, the work made little money, but some things were more important than money.

      Usually when the school year started, Finn would lie about what he had done over the summer. He’d research movies he hadn’t seen and talk about cities he hadn’t visited. It was easier to lie than to tell the truth. He found no shame in crabbing for a living, but it was decidedly not cool to talk about in high school. So he just acted like he spent most of his summer days bored at home, sitting out on the front porch instead of spending time out on the water with his Dad, helping pull in giant nets of crabs on the little schooner from dawn to dusk, day in and day out. Sometimes their trips would last for days on the water. These were his favorites. He got to pretend he lived in a different world where he didn’t have to worry about schoolwork or trying to impress his friends. All they had to worry about was the time of day, when to pull in the nets, and what they were fixing to eat.

      “I’m going to miss your company next summer,” Dad said, turning away from him.

      “What?” Finn blinked. “Can’t I still come with you next summer? I thought college students only took classes in the fall and spring terms?”

      Dad shrugged and started pulling on his gloves. “Your mother always wanted you to go to college. She wanted you to live a better life than what we’ve got. You’re too smart for this kind of work, Finn. But you know that already, don’t you? You could get a career in the city, make some real money. Not waste your time here on a boat in the middle of nowhere.”

      Finn was quiet. He liked being in the middle of nowhere.

      “The college fund we scraped together isn’t much, but it’ll pay for the basics. You get a good scholarship or a part-time job, and you can make ends meet.” He let out a rough laugh. “You’re lucky there’s any money left at all for your college with how little they pay for a load of crabs these days. Don’t waste your time out here on the water every summer. Take those summer classes, get through as quick as you can, so it’s cheaper. One day you’ll be sitting in your fancy office and look around you and be grateful for it.”

      “I doubt it,” Finn said.

      Dad didn’t respond. Clearly, he was done with this discussion. But Finn wouldn’t let him drop it.

      “This can’t be my last summer, Dad. That’s not fair.”

      “I’m sorry, son.” Dad patted him on the shoulder. He wandered off to the bow of the boat, stepping around the cabin. There wasn’t any work to be done on that end, but they both knew that. Dad was a master at avoiding a conversation he didn’t want to have.

      Finn hadn’t realized this might be his last time going out on the water with him. Sure, he knew it would happen eventually, but he didn’t realize it would be so soon. He thought he had the summers at least before the grind of day jobs and nine-to-fives began, but time was working against him. Just like it always had. As proud as Finn was of his good grades at school, it seemed to pull him farther away from where his heart wanted him to be.

      “You know I still have a year of high school left,” he called across the boat. “I’ll be back next summer before college starts. I still have time.”

      Despite his words, a pit formed in his stomach. He already heard stories from seniors about their summers before college. Figuring out class schedules, financial aid, student loans, touring campuses, not to mention finding a dorm, sorting our roommates, and moving. Would he have time to spend with Dad out on the water? The thought made him painfully sad.

      Dad glanced back, and gave a small smile and noncommittal shrug. He always did that when he didn’t want to actually say no, but meant it. It was always annoying.

      Part of Finn wanted to scream at his father. Ask him to say ‘No’ if that’s what he meant. Beg him not to say this was his last summer. Convince him he was wrong. But it would be like talking to a wall. When Dad got an idea into his head and made his final decision, it was almost impossible to make him change his mind. Like the sun dipping near the horizon, he was impervious to change.

      Finn groaned and pulled his gloves out of his back pocket. They smelled like briny ocean water and crab. There was no point in trying to argue the point or even counter his dad. Finn had lost those fights countless times. The man would just wander off or pretend not to hear him. He was so against confrontation, it was exhausting. All it did was make Finn angry.

      Back when Mom was alive, Finn could remember Dad not being so resolute in his ways. But ever since the car accident, he had become more stubborn. More impervious. When they lost Mom, Dad got a little stonier, less willing to argue or come to an agreement. He made his decisions and then sat in them, regardless of the outcome. Finn had been only eight years old at the time of the accident, but he remembered how much his father changed. It was as if turning off his emotions was better than letting any feelings run free. Yes, he suddenly had an eight-year-old kid to raise alone, so it made sense. Dad did whatever it took to keep from falling apart. He still hated it.

      “Those crabs won’t reel themselves in,” Dad said, giving a forced laugh. “Let’s get this haul in, son.”

      Finn nodded, trying to shake the bittersweet feeling this could be his last summer on the water. His last summer of gorgeous sunsets, ocean breezes... Freedom. Out on the open water, there weren’t any loud vehicles, no glaring signs, no giant responsibilities, and no people to please—other than Dad, of course. It was a place where Finn felt like himself, instead of having to hide parts away like he did at school.

      The thought of having to act like he was normal, like everyone else for years on end, gripped hold of him. A tightness filled his chest and tears sprang to his eyes, surprising him. He hadn’t realized how much this time meant to him, how much being on the ocean meant to him. Foolishly he’d thought he would always have it, but now that might not be the case. And if Finn wanted to buy his own boat or even a schooner one day, there was no telling how much that would cost or how long he would have to save. His next trip out on the ocean grew farther and farther away. It could be years, a decade or more, before he could come back again.

      He wiped the tears away with the back of his arm. The mixture of sweat and sea salt on his skin burned his eyes, but that was better than crying. It was better than seeing Dad look at him with that helpless look he always got when Finn cried in front of him. The man never knew what to do or say, so he just did nothing. Somehow, that always made it worse. Finn took a deep breath and turned away from his father toward the stern of the boat, tightening his gloves.

      Something in the distance moved, catching his watery gaze. He wiped at his eyes again and squinted up into the sky. The melting colors of the sunset diminished to dark clouds. He licked at his salty lips. Was it just night descending? That had to be it… But the direction was wrong.

      A flicker of lightning proved his instincts were correct. His despair turned to action. He called to his father.

      “Look at those clouds!” He pointed. As he did, another flash of lightning struck.

      Dad turned and narrowed his eyes, deepening the lines on his face. He wandered back across the boat until they were side by side. They watched in silence as the shadows played across the water and lightning ripped across the clouds. Distant thunder followed in its wake like an angry god waking from its slumber.

      “Do you think we should head back to shore?” Finn asked urgently.

      Dad stroked his beard with his thick gloves. “No, I think we should be okay. They said it’s supposed to move inland, away from us.” He nodded toward downtown Leekston and chewed on his bottom lip, his brow furrowed with worry. “That’s why we’re staying out here on the water tonight. It’s safer than trying to make our way to land.” He sounded calmer than he looked, but Finn knew his father. He could read the fear between the lines.

      Finn nodded slow, worried as his gaze locked on those storm clouds.

      Dad took hold of his shoulder and gave him a light shake. “Let’s pull in these crabs, then we can wait it out inside.” He gave a small smile. “At least we’re certain to make a big haul when the water gets rough!”

      Finn followed his orders, heading over to the port side to pull in the netting. A cool breeze blew in from the storm, carrying the scent of rain. Finn couldn’t shake the feeling in his gut that the weather forecast had been wrong.
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      By the time they pulled the heavy net filled with crabs up to the deck, night had fallen. Darkness had settled in close, shrinking the world around them to the small lanterns hung on the back of the cabin and the few solar lights on the outer rim of the schooner. The water was choppy, bouncing the ship around like a toy. Crabbing was always more dangerous at night. It didn’t matter what latest and greatest technology they installed, dark ocean waters were always dangerous.

      Finn untangled crabs from the netting using his gloves to keep his fingers from being pinched. It was tedious work. Normally, he found it relaxing, but not tonight. The storm felt like it was breathing down on him and time was against them. He had loosened a crab and tossed it into the ice pit at the bottom of the ship when the storm hit.

      Rain fell in solid sheets like a faucet had opened up. Finn had to keep blinking and wiping at his face to see what he was doing. The boat kept rolling on the waves and the lantern light kept swinging beside the cabin. It didn’t help that his gloves had salt water all over them from working with the netting. He trembled, but worked cautiously to untangle the crabs. He didn’t have to speak to let his dad know he was worried. They had worked enough jobs on the schooner to read each other’s body language. Dad was terrified, too, and that didn’t help his nerves.

      “Keep going!” Dad called, barely visible against the light from the lantern.

      All Finn could see was his father’s shiny silhouette as he worked mechanically in his raincoat to roll the spare netting Finn slowly freed down into a storage compartment. He was trying to keep the net from becoming a hazard for them. It was hard to see, and it was difficult to stand with the choppy waters.

      Finn’s heart raced as he worked. Carefully untangle a crab, avoid its pincers, toss it into the ice, repeat. Again and again. He hoped each one would be his last, but it was like they multiplied at his feet. Every time he reached down to work on the next one, he spotted ten more.

      Lightning struck, far too close to the ship for comfort. It lit up the night sky like a flare gun. For a brief few seconds, Finn had a view of all the crabs left writhing in the net, glistening and squirming on top of each other in the darkness. Dozens, maybe even close to a hundred. Dad had said the storm would bring in a haul, but this was too much!

      Thunder followed—so loud the schooner rattled from the vibration of it. It reverberated through his body. A powerful wave came in, upsetting his footing. He fell hard to the deck on his rear.

      Finn cried out, trying to pull away from the crabs and not get tangled in the netting himself.

      “Finn!” Dad called. His footsteps reverberated through the wooden planks.

      “I’m okay!” Finn yelled, rain falling into his mouth. He coughed and spat. Pulling further away from the netting and the crabs, he planted a foot and tried to stand, only to have it slip out beneath him again. Too much water was on the deck, the waves were too high, and the netting was becoming hazardous despite his father’s best intentions. The downpour was too heavy. They shouldn’t be here. They should have turned the boat around and gone home at the first sign of stormy weather, but Dad had insisted. He was always so stubborn.

      Finn looked up, trying to find his father, but he couldn’t see his silhouette against the light. He looked around for his shiny raincoat to catch the light somewhere, but he couldn’t spot him. He thought he had felt him walking toward him earlier, but he never came over to check on him. Where was he?

      “Dad?” he called as the icy rain streamed down his face. He thought of his father calling out to him, calling his name. Maybe he hadn’t been worried for him, but instead had been calling for help. “Dad!”

      Somehow, Finn crawled and scuttled over to where his father had been standing, but there was no sign of him. He reached the door of the cabin and reached up to grab the doorknob, hauling himself up to his feet. He slid inside the cabin, pulling the door closed behind him.

      He was breathing hard, his body ached from falling, and he was soaked to the bone. Inside the confines of the small cabin, he realized how bad the weather had become. He had to hold on to the metal side railing as he skidded more than walked to the cockpit. Water fell from his rain slicker down the back of his shirt, making him shiver. He could still get traction on the wet wooden floorboards here with his boots, but the boat was tilting too far to the side, going almost sideways. That definitely wasn’t a good sign. He went for the radio, hitting the buttons his father had shown him when he was a boy.

      “Mayday, mayday, mayday. This is the boat Wishful, requesting immediate assistance. Ship is taking on water, over.”

      Static greeted him.

      “Come on, damn it!” His voice broke, and a sob caught in his throat. He swallowed down his nerves and took a breath before trying again.

      A wave hit. The wooden walls and instruments creaked around him, then the boat went sideways.

      Finn cried out and grabbed onto the dash. His instincts kicked in. All he knew was he had to keep his head from hitting anything. His toes barely touched the far wall as he dangled from his fingertips.

      “Please, please, just right yourself. You’ve got this,” he whispered to the schooner. “You’re a goddamn boat, you can do this!”

      But the Wishful did not right herself. Instead, she flipped fully upside-down and the cabin lights went dark.

      Finn screamed.
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      Wood creaked all around him. Somewhere inside the boat, water poured in. It was completely dark and his chest was tight. His body shook from head to toe. Now was not the time to have a panic attack, he told himself, like that ever did any good.

      Hanging from his throbbing fingertips, Finn clutched desperately to the dash of the Wishful. The ship was now completely upside-down somewhere in the Atlantic Ocean. Nobody knew where he was or what was going on. Finn was completely alone and if he was going to get out of this alive, he needed to think and not panic.

      He dug his fingers into the wooden edge of the dash, trying to ignore the pinprick pain. Dangling beneath him, his feet and toes felt cold and numb. Metal groaned. Oh, that really wasn’t a good sign. The water pressure was building. He was no expert in physics. He couldn’t get higher than a C in that class despite how hard he tried. But Finn knew there was no hope of surviving inside this ship.

      The edges of the windshield creaked. Water trickled into the cockpit, slowly at first, then faster and faster. It was filling up the room.

      Tears streamed down Finn’s cheeks, and he had to take deep breaths to calm down. He needed to think and focus. If he didn’t escape soon, the boat would fill with water and sink to the bottom of the ocean with him trapped inside. Drowning was a swift luxury compared to the pain of decompression. After a few deep breaths, he felt better. Oxygen was a limited resource as well, he realized. But he had to focus on something other than panic.

      He could see the announcement at school, the shock from his friends who maybe realized they didn’t know him as well as they thought. The few minutes of silence allowed at school, followed by offers for help from the counseling office. And that would be it. He would be just another dead kid taken by the ocean. Another name on a list. Another sad footnote in history, compiled for annual statistics and sad stories. No, he couldn’t let this be the end. He refused to allow that to be the final notes on his life. Somehow that gave him the fire he needed to act. That’s what he really needed. A reason to live, no matter how selfish or silly. It didn’t matter. As long as he kept going.

      Letting go of the dash, he dropped to the ceiling of the cabin, his boots splashing in a couple of feet of water. It came up to his shins. Damn, that was faster than he expected, and it really meant he was running out of time. He needed to move fast and not let fear hold him in place. Delay meant death.

      Taking long strides across the cockpit, he had to step slowly over the metal top of the doorway that went to the short hall towards the door. Unlike the glass of the windshield, the door from the cabin was sealed tight. The pressure might make it difficult to open, but he had to try. He didn’t have any other choice.

      As the water continued to pour in behind him, Finn waded over to the door. It was up past his knees now and freezing. The cold slowed him down, made his limbs slower and heavier. His heart rate increased as his body tried to stay warm despite it. He had to reach farther down the wall to wrap his fingers around the doorknob, but eventually, almost putting his face into the water, he grabbed it. All it took was turning the knob to allow the ocean to enter.

      The door slammed open and ocean water surged into the small hall. It slammed him backward despite his attempts to stop. When his boot collided with the top of the metal doorframe that led to the cockpit, he knew that was his only chance. He spread out his legs and lodged his feet against the metal lip of the doorframe. Once his feet were secure, he braced his arms to the lip of the frame to fully resist the torrent of water flowing in. He had to wait for the pressure to ease before he could attempt to leave. But if he waited too long, it would suck him down into the water with the vortex of the ship.

      So Finn did the only thing he could think of, the one thing that had helped him through years of panic attacks, grief, and frustrations. He closed his eyes and concentrated on his breathing. He breathed in, counted for a few seconds, and held his breath briefly before breathing out. Then started all over again. All the while, water rushed in against him, and the strength of it made his shoulders hurt. But if he tried to swim out there, it would kill him. All it would take was a strong current to cut his head too deep or slam him against something. So instead, he focused on his breathing, staying as calm as he could, and waited for the opportunity to escape.

      The water was up to his waist now and the iciness made his pulse roar in his ears. No, he needed to breathe. He would need to take a final breath before plunging into the dark water, and he wasn’t sure when he would get another breath again. So he needed to make sure it was a good one. Even if it was his last.

      Now. It was time to go. He had a brief window, and that was it. The room was almost full. His body had adapted to the cold water, which also probably wasn’t a good sign. It didn’t need to be super cold to be bad for him. It never took much for nature to kill a person. He forced himself to take another deep breath, filling his lungs even though his hands shook. The water was up to his elbows, but the pressure had dropped. He breathed out and let go of the frame with his hands before dislodging his feet.

      He was a little lightheaded. His heart pounded in his ears and his hands shook. None of that mattered. It was now or never.

      Closing his eyes, he breathed in deep. This was it. The final breath. He had to make it last. There was no other choice. He pictured the boat, his path ahead, remembered where the life preservers were, then took the plunge into the icy darkness.
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      Finn was glad he had given himself time to adjust to the water. It didn’t feel freezing now, just cold. One less shock to his system.

      He swam as fast as he could through the doorway, letting out a few bubbles of air. The carbon monoxide buildup was the worst part. He knew that from years of being on the ocean with Dad, trying to hold his breath under the water. The bubbles also helped direct him which way was up, because his mind was used to the ship being normal, not flipped upside-down like a pancake.

      Instead of heading to the surface, he detoured, filling out the map in his head as he swam. Eyes closed tight, he had to go by memory, by feel alone. It was tough with fear lacing every move he made. Already, the ocean fought against him, trying to pull him down. If he didn’t find a life preserver, it would drag him down to the bottom along with the ship. If he wanted a chance at living through this night, he knew he had to find it.

      He reached a hand out and felt the rope along the edge of the ship, right where he hoped it would be. He was close! His lungs burned as he let out a little more air, following the rope along the edge of the ship, noting each attached point and counting them in his head. Relief filled him as his finger wrapped around the small inflatable tube. It was a small thing, a nuisance to maintain and a safety precaution to check each time they went out on the water. He never thought he would be in such a desperate situation that he needed it.

      Finn wrapped an arm through it, then reached down to unlatch the buckle. His fingers didn’t want to work. They resisted him. Everything seemed intent on stopping him: the cold water, the endless darkness, the sea water trying to burn his eyes, and the heaviness of the ocean closing in. But Finn persisted. His lungs burned and his fingers fumbled too much. Maybe he was lightheaded, maybe he wasn’t thinking right, and he was unconscious in the cockpit right now instead of here trying to loosen the life raft.

      No, he needed to focus! He needed to get this to work. Otherwise, he would drown before he could ever reach the surface.

      The buckle released the inflatable, and Finn held on tight. As soon as it was free, the tube sped toward the surface with Finn attached. It was like a ride, but without the fun. He hoped he had gotten out in time before the boat had sunk to such a depth that would give him the bends. But it was getting difficult to think straight, let alone remember his safety lessons from Dad years ago. All he knew was to hold on to that inflatable as hard as he could as it dragged him to the surface. The pressure was intense. The boat wanted to pull him down with it, but it couldn’t. Not as long as Finn held on.

      Something soft and organic dragged across his arm as the inflatable sped past. His mind imagined a big fish swimming past. Hungry sharks picking over the feast of crabs below, still caught in the net. Many underwater dangers could be just inches away, but Finn would never know, since he couldn’t see them. He shuddered. Maybe that was for the best.

      The inflatable tube broke through the surface. Rain and wind roared around him. It was like he came up inside of a tornado.

      Finn beat his chest with his hand for a moment, forcing himself to exhale the breath he had taken. His lungs didn’t want to work right at first. Maybe it was the cold or the lightheadedness. With a cough, he finally let out the breath he had been holding forever before gulping down breath after breath. A wave splashed over his head, threatening to take the inflatable tube, and he coughed again, clutching the nylon ropes with trembling fingers. Shaky and cold, with water pouring into his eyes, Finn pulled the tube over his head so he could rest his body over the side of it and navigate the choppy water a little easier. The waves still crashed against him again and again.

      “Dad!” he called out, his voice was small and trembling against the power of the storm. “Dad!” It was hard to be heard over the thunder and the fury of the ocean. But still he hoped to see his dad floating somewhere in the darkness, clutching some part of the ship or to his own inner tube. Finn picked up the whistle attached to the side of the inflatable and put his lips to the cold metal, breathing out a high-pitched squeal. He felt like a tiny finch chirping against a hurricane. A quick flash of lightning lit up the inky sea for just an instant. Finn scanned the waters, what he could see amid the tall waves, but all he saw were bits of the ship, some splintered wood, and a piece of a net. That was it.

      His heart dropped. He couldn’t see much over the waves, but there was no sign of the boat or Dad. Had it been him he had felt bumping into him beneath the waves mere moments ago? Was he just below the surface, struggling to find a way up to get air?

      The insane thought came to him that he should dive under and find him, but he didn’t know how he could do that and not lose the inner tube. That thought frightened him. He needed the tube to survive. He was also exhausted. But he should go searching, shouldn’t he? Wouldn’t his father do that for him?

      Hot tears filled Finn’s eyes and fell down his cheeks, but the rain and the waves washed his sorrow into the sea.

      He was lost, alone, and in the middle of nowhere. He cried to the glowering skies, the thunderous waters, and begged to see his father one last time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            The Lighthouse on the Cliff

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Illustration of a bottle with a cork stopper with flowers inside.]
        

      

      The ocean tossed Finn around for what felt like forever. Every time the waves came in too high, sea water found its way into his mouth. He swallowed far too much of it, spit up, only to be beaten again and again by the endless waves.

      One wave rushed toward him. It was so high he thought it was a shadow at first. It blocked out the clouds, the lightning, and the rain until it towered before him. Finn felt so small beneath it, an insignificant insect before a god. All he could do was gasp before it fell on top of him. He was underwater again, spinning so he couldn’t tell which was up. It was like the inner tube was trying to shake him out, but he held onto the nylon rope for his life. When it finally stopped, he closed his eyes and pressed his face against the salty plastic, begging for anything or anyone to help him. Knowing it would be impossible. Knowing he was completely beyond anyone’s help.

      People died out in the ocean all the time. Entire books were dedicated to them. Shipwrecks were so common people almost expected it to happen at some point. Finn never thought it would happen to him, though. Certainly not in the boat he had considered a second home for over half his life. He never imagined he would float adrift in the ocean during such a horrible storm, his ship somewhere deep beneath the waves. He cried, he screamed, but the relentless power of nature drowned it all out, her fury never sated.

      Eventually, the angry sky turned gray, the rain diminished to a dull mist, and the waves evened out to gentle peaks. His entire body was exhausted, from his throbbing head to his achy legs, and his tense arms still grasping the sturdy plastic inner tube. He had taken on too much sea water and kept getting sick, leaving his throat and esophagus burning. His rear still hurt from falling on the deck, too, but that seemed like it had happened in another lifetime, like it hadn’t actually happened to him. His body felt like a used up dish rag.

      Exhaustion fell over him as heavy and as determined as that giant wave, and Finn wrapped his arms in the nylon rope, so tight he was afraid he might cut off circulation. But that was preferable to falling beneath the waves and losing the inner tube. An uneasy sleep took hold of him, though he still opened his eyes in a panic every few minutes. A wave splashed against his face, forcing water into his nose, and he woke up with a start, coughing and sputtering. The waves were tough enough to deal with, but the salt was drying him out from the inside, from his throat to his sinuses. He was so thirsty he could cry, but he didn’t think he had any tears left.

      Finn realized sleeping with his arms tangled in the nylon rope wasn’t safe enough. The next time, the water might not wake him. The thought of waking up underwater, lost and without the inner tube, was terrifying. Tired and weak, he scrambled on top of the float, lowering his rear into the hole in the middle. He easily could be stuck when he tried to get out later, but at least he wouldn’t lose the damn inner tube. He was also more top heavy this way and easier to flip, but the waves were calmer now. And he hoped that meant he could sleep without worrying he would drown.

      With caution still tugging at him, he wrapped his arms in the nylon rope. Not his legs, though. If he got turned over, he wanted to be able to kick and swim safely. This also made him feel better about not having half his body dangling in the water like some dinner bell for whatever might want to take a bite of him.

      He tried multiple times to see if his head would fall into the water in this position, but only his hair got wet. Good. That meant he could sleep at least a little without his fears dragging him awake. His tests calmed him down. Exhaustion tugged at him again. Only this time, Finn welcomed its embrace, allowing his mind to drift to sleep, knowing it would be difficult to drown in a position like this. Though never impossible.

      In his dreams, he floated near the boat. Dad was on board, keeping an eye on him like he always did. It was a beautiful sunny day and clouds dotted the sky as if painted onto an artist’s canvas. Dad called something to him, a smile on his lips, but Finn couldn’t hear him. All he could hear were the waves and their endless lapping against his ears. Behind him, he knew there were storm clouds, but as long as he didn’t look at them and acknowledge them, they could never overtake the ship. So Finn kept his gaze on the beautiful clouds above his head, the sun setting in the distance, and the sound of his father’s shoes thumping around on the deck. For him, this was the closest he could get to peace.

      Deep in Finn’s heart, he knew this was the only way he would ever have a sliver of that peace again.
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        * * *

      

      Finn slept deeply, his dreams taking him away from the pain and exhaustion that wracked his body. It took away the horrors he had witnessed, and the fears that threatened to overwhelm him. In sleep, he was safe, warm, and dry. Not drifting alone on an endless, ambivalent ocean that had a million ways to kill him.

      Hours passed. The clouds parted, revealing a sky filled with stars. A crescent moon glided overhead, but Finn didn’t see any of it. He continued to dream beneath its watchful eye. The waves calmed to an easy rhythm that wouldn’t wake a child. If Finn had been awake to see it, he would have found it difficult to believe these were the same waters that had taken the Wishful and his father. In the distance, the first streaks of violet illuminated the horizon. Dawn was coming, slowly and steadily pushing away the darkness to a new day.

      A beam of light streaked across the darkness, and Finn fell within its reach. The golden beam of light illuminated his face, but he did not rouse, still held tight in the comfort of his dreams. He didn’t move as the powerful beam slipped across his face again and again in the brightening morning sky.
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      It was too hot.

      His skin hurt.

      Those were the first thoughts Finn had as he opened his eyes to the blinding sun. He tried to shield his eyes from it, but couldn’t move his arm. Oh yeah, he had pinned it down with the nylon rope. He unwound it carefully, working around the rain slicker he was still wearing, which was way too hot now. Then he unraveled his other arm and, finally, held a hand over his eyes so he could look around.

      To his surprise, the sky was a beautiful blue with white puffy, cumulus clouds scattered throughout. It was beautiful. He blinked to make sure he wasn’t still dreaming, but no, this was as real as the ocean. It was as real as the pain in his arms from the nylon ropes, as real as the discomfort in his rear end. Like he had scraped across something.

      Wait… why wasn’t he moving?

      The constant motion he had grown used to floating on the ocean was gone. He faced the ocean, but clearly he was on some kind of beach. He worked his arms fully free. When he craned his neck back, he spotted the branches of a pine tree further up the beach. The wind swished through its needles and tousled his matted hair. For a brief second, Finn wondered if he was still dreaming, or if he was really awake. The tree swayed overhead, gently stirred by the breeze as if to tell him he was indeed awake. Finn had never been so happy to see a tree in his life.

      Dry land! Somehow, he had washed up on dry land. Or at least, it was dry enough to support a few pine trees. That had to be a good sign. If there were trees, maybe there was a way to get food. His stomach rumbled at that thought. Or at least a glass of water for his dry mouth. He couldn’t even wet his lips, he had so little spit left.

      It took work to climb out of the float. Just lifting his legs up and out was a painful process. They ached horribly from being pinned at such an awkward angle and it took several minutes for the pins and needles sensation to leave his legs and feet. Finally, he swung around his legs to meet the ground, pretty sure they could hold his weight again. His waterlogged boots hit rock and Finn’s back complained when he stood up fully. Everything popped and hurt and ached all at the same time. He took a moment to stretch to his left and right, easing his neck around as well.

      Despite the pain and discomfort, he was alive and on dry land. That was an incredible start from where he had fallen asleep last night.

      Pine trees loomed overhead, casting long shadows across the rocky beach. That must have been why he felt scraped up on his backside. Coming ashore and dragging across all those rocks wouldn’t have felt great. He wondered how the heck he slept through it, but then again, everything hurt. Maybe that was just one more random pain. Small rocks and large stones peppered the beach. It certainly wasn’t the soft sandy beaches he was used to seeing. He was lucky he hadn’t clocked his head coming ashore with how big some of those large rocks were. He felt around his head for any sign of injury, but he seemed mostly unscathed. Another incredible stroke of luck, considering everything.

      The pine trees were tall and grew together fairly thick, like they had been here for a long time. Hopefully, this wasn’t an undiscovered island. He staggered with stiff legs along the beach, watching his footing around the stones. His boots were too heavy, but he was desperate to find some sign of civilization, some sign of life beyond the island itself. He also wouldn’t last long if he couldn’t find fresh water.

      There—at the end of the beach near the tree line! A dirt path. Grasses grew tall along its edges. He grinned, his smile hurting from sunburn. But he didn’t care right now. He could worry about that later, along with all his other aches and pains. People had been here, and possibly still were! He hated to consider himself lucky after last night, but he sure felt like it for once.

      Okay, he had a goal in mind. Now he could focus on himself for a moment.

      He sat down on a large, fairly flat rock and pulled off his boots. It hurt when he pulled off his socks. Soaking wet, they clung to his skin like spiderwebs. He flexed his feet and toes, swollen and sore from being trapped in the soaked shoes all night. His raincoat had helped on board the ship, but now it was full of holes and actually trapped water against his body. So he pulled that off, too. The wet T-shirt he was wearing also clung to his skin. But that wasn’t so bad. His shirt was way more dry than his poor feet. They had been dangling in the water, after all, which was probably worse.

      The jeans he wore were soaking wet, too, but he was reluctant to take those off. If he was going to be traveling through the woods, he wanted some protection. He didn’t know where that path would lead, or who it might lead to, but he definitely didn’t want to greet someone in his underwear. He slid the wet socks into his back pocket, hoping they were usable still once they dried, but salt water had a bad habit of destroying clothes.

      Dragging the inner tube to the entrance of the path was more work than he expected. Something like that never used to wear him out, but he had to stop to catch his breath after. But he felt like it was a smart idea. The bright orange and white colors of the inner tube might help him find his way back here if he needed to.

      After his feet had a few minutes to dry, he reluctantly pulled back on the wet boots. His swollen feet protested, barely fitting inside, but he laced them up all the same. With a heavy sigh, a dry mouth, and a stomach that kept growling at him, he started down the dirt trail on shaky legs. The walking helped him gain his footing as he followed the trail uphill.

      The path was a surprisingly well maintained. It looked as though someone took care of it from time to time, but certainly not regularly. He spotted a clear shoe print at one point. That had to be recent. He crouched down to look at it. Not that he was an expert, but he wanted to see what he could make of it. Dirt washed in from the storm partially obscuring the footprint. So someone hadn’t been down here in at least a day or so. Interesting. Assuming that was how long he had been at sea. Honestly, he didn’t know how much time had passed since the shipwreck, while he slid in and out of exhaustion.

      He got to his feet and continued up the trail. After a couple of miles he found no sign of life other than the plant life, birds, and constant hum of summer insects. There were no sounds of cicadas, though, which was strange for this time of year. He guessed that meant they hadn’t found a way out here and it was probably not super close to the mainland.
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