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I lean forward, hands holding onto
the railing of the boat's upper deck. Ronni might have been happy to
just mope and drink at the bar, but I needed to see it again with my
own eyes. I exhale, look out over the blue waters ahead. It was much
earlier in the year than we usually come, so the mist boiled around
the shores and the chill in the air overtook any kind of tropical
memories this place usually brought up. But still, even after
everything, it was beautiful. The island has always been beautiful, a
place I'd visited many times before. Back when dad… when everyone
was still alive. Its mosaic cliffs bookended a pristine beach that
was only broken up by the pier we were to dock at.

A soft sigh next to me puts me back
into reality. “Never get tired of that view myself.” A dark,
husky voice speaks out from beside me. I look over to a young woman
peering wistfully over the railing, head resting on her outstretched
arms, long straight hair pooling around her like the waves.
“Especially this time of year, when it’s true beauty comes out.”


Well now, this is a lovely surprise.
And here I thought this trip was going to be as glum as Ronni said.
Leave the grim details for later, no reason I can’t have a little
fun first. Step one, throw out a little bait. I turn around, grabbing
the edges of my polo shirt’s deep open v and toying with my chain
with my fingers. Let my other hand fall into my short’s pocket. “It
is quite the sight. But who might this beautiful creature in it be?”


She laughs, brushes me off. “I
could ask you the same question! Not many new faces this time of
year.” She pivots to look up at me. Her face is innocent, dewy
eyed. Pouty lips upturned into a small smile. “Hopefully signing up
to join me working the off hours? Or just a wayward tourist trying to
get a discount by coming off season?”

I put on a show laugh, buffing my
nails playfully against my polo. “Sorry to disappoint you, but I
haven’t had to work in a long time. And what about you? Surely
someone as beautiful as you couldn’t be the help then? A passing
supermodel trying to avoid the press maybe?”

She shakes her head equally as
playfully. “Damn, and here I was thinking you’d be normal.” She
fishes out an ID badge from her pocket and flashes it to me. “Coming
back from leave. You’ll probably have me serving you sometime soon,
then. Try not to be too degrading when you see me like the rest of
them.”

I chuckle. Time to pull out the ol’
shock and awe. “Well, I don’t think I need much of a discount to
come here.” I run my hand through my short wavy hair, let the bait
sit for a second before reeling her in. “Considering I own it.”

She exhales slightly, smiles wider.
“That’s funny. Last time I checked this place was owned by the
‘famous’ Veronica Penrose!” She waggles her fingers around her
face as she says it, dismissively. Clearly Ronni’s reputation
continues to evade her. “That’s the name on all my checks at
least. And in those awful seminars they demand we come to yearly.”

I chew the inside of my cheek, grit
for a second. “Ronni’s name might be in the paperwork, but it’s
my island. Told me herself that she would have gotten rid of
it if it weren’t for me. I told her she’s insane. It’s special.
I could never let it go. So, if you wanted to thank anyone for those
checks…” I nod slightly, flicking my hand up to the air.

She crosses her arms, a sly look on
her face. “Bullshit. She’s one of the most famous people out
there, the rich land heiress. Wouldn’t I have seen you around with
her if you had that kind of pull?”

Time for the kill. I pull the chain
off my neck, let the small pendant dangle in front of her. “I’m
sure you’ve seen this sign before, though. Penrose family crest. We
all wear it somewhere.” She gently takes it, letting the chain pool
into her dainty hands. She stares at it for a long moment, letting it
glint into the fading sunlight.

Suddenly her smile widens out to its
full dimensions. It’s toothy, shimmering, brilliant. Almost doesn’t
fit in her face, it’s so big. “Oh my god. I know why I don’t
recognize you. You’re the brother! Nevermind then. Oh, everyone’s
heard of you.”

Fuck, of course she’s heard that.
That’s gonna make conquest so much harder here. I shake my head. “I
don’t care about what lies you heard in the back rooms. It’s
slander. Besides, I seriously hate whenever anyone calls me that. She
hasn’t been my sister, in law, for five years. They just
want a scandal.”

“Oh, but what a scandal it is! The
bad boy thrown out of the family? Only to be snuck back in like a
dirty little secret? Can you blame anyone for believing you would do
anything for that? Having to become your own sister… in
law’s, boytoy to get back in?” I flex my knuckles retroactively.
No, come on, it’s a little teasing. Calm down.

I fix a smile at her, try to match.
I almost made it. “But I am in, no matter what wild rumors
about us the paparazzi can come up with. Can you blame me for wanting
to stay out of the papers after all that. I’d rather be a recluse
than a freak.”

She dangles the pendant out between
her fingers daintily, handing it back to me. “I guess I couldn’t,
loverboy. Wouldn’t want the world to see me either.”

I snatch it back quickly, holding it
tight in my palm. I look back over to her, run my hand though my hair
again to calm myself. “Look. If you want to call me anything, call
me Eddy.” 


Her smile stays wide and bright, a
glint in her eyes. She reaches her hand up for me to take and kiss,
which I do. “Naia. Charmed.” She leans back over the railing,
twirling a long strand of hair in her finger. Got her. “So then.
Why couldn’t you give it up? What’s so special to you about this
island?”

I lean back over and watch the
island slowly come closer into view. The cliff faces shining
pearlescent in the late evening sun. “Has anyone ever told you the
legend of Siren’s Cove?”
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The fire crackled heavily across
from me. I ground my feet into the sand, let my toes sink into it,
feel the slight pressure of the grains accumulating more and more. I
try to root myself into the earth, drown out the chatter around me,
focus just on the heat of the summer night and the crackle of the
flame in front of me.

I know I'm being unappreciative.
This entire trip was put together for my benefit, after all. Finally,
the Penrose patriarch is gone. The heir apparent has taken over.
That’s something to drink to, right? That was the kind of man
father was. His passing is something to be celebrated, and the fact
that he lived his life in a way that no one would mourn is all the
more reason to. Find somewhere remote, away from the prying eyes that
expect you to pay fealty, and drink his memory down into the grave.

I don’t know a single person here,
outside of my actual family. I don’t feel much like celebrating
with them. No matter what kind of bastard my father was, he was one
of the last standing parts of my family. It’s just me and my
brother now. He took care of arranging this entire thing. Actually
did something thoughtful too; a beachside campout like our father
would take us on when we were children. Something I could actually
remember him by one last time while we all pretended we were too good
for that.

I just wish he chose better company
for it. No company at all, maybe. Just us three, not these strangers.
A few suckup men who want to get into my good graces so I can reward
them for that fealty I was supposed to inherit with everything else,
and a dozen women that I am sure Edgar invited purely for upstanding
reasons. Not a single one that I want to actually talk to.

“Come on, Darling. You need to at
least look like you’re having a good time.” Veronica
sidles in next to me and gives me a small kiss on the cheek. “This
is your moment after all. The new face of a corporate dynasty,
right?”

I scoff quietly. “Not much of a
dynasty. It’s just us left. That’s the only reason why it’s me,
despite all godly reason. Honestly, between us? Edgar is the only one
who knows how to run this business. He was the one being groomed for
it. It really should have been him.” 


“Come now,” she nods over to
him, his arm around the shoulders of one girl and hand on the ass of
another, “we both know why that was never going to happen. If he
was too much of a scandal machine for your father to handle, how is
anyone else supposed to clean his little mess up? Trust me, you
taking on the head of the company is the best outcome for everyone.”
She reaches up, caressing the top of my arm. “Besides darling;
think of all the things you could do with all that inheritance.
Surely it’s in better hands than his?”

I mull the thought over on my
tongue. It’s not like I’ve never thought about it before; the
kinds of things that I could do with the inheritance I now got
essentially all of by default. “You’re right, there’s so much
we could do now. As much as I would rather focus on my charity work
at the shelter, I won’t have to scrape and plead for the funds
anymore…” 


She looked at me blankly for a
moment, before breaking out into a wide smile, squeezing my upper
body. “My husband, the altruist. I meant the kind of life
you could live now, the things we could do together, now that you
don’t have to worry about Daddy’s purse strings. Think a little
bigger than your pet project!” She flicks me on the nose softly and
laughs. “You’re a good man Mortimer, but you need to put yourself
first once in a while. Learn to be selfish.”

Before I could say anything in
response, a sharp whistle from across the fire drew my attention.
Edgar rose a beer up in the air, commanding the attention of the
partygoers. “Everyone, give it up for the man of the hour! The new
face of The Penrose Foundation Land Holdings and Subsidiaries, and my
esteemed brother, Morty!” Polite clapping from the group. Some man
I don’t know comes up and shakes my shoulders, before sitting back
down near me. “A few words for your adoring subjects?” 


I shake my head, plaster a fake
smile on. I reach up, touch my necklace softly. “Uh, thanks
everyone.” All of their eyes turn to me. Even if I wanted to say
more, any thoughts I had turned to ash on my tongue. 


Edgar laughs, gives a little clap.
“Really? That’s it? Come on, the new head has to have more to him
than that! Don’t have a story you can tell the people for a little
entertainment?”

Veronica tosses a little bit of some
snack at him. “Oh, leave him alone. If you want to entertain the
people so badly, you do it. Whip that ghost story of yours out.” 


“Believe me love, you are not the
first woman to ask me to whip it out.” Another handful of snacks
get thrown at him. He’s lucky it wasn’t a bottle this time. He
coolly runs his hand through his hair and smirks. “Besides, ghost
stories? I didn’t realize we were still thirteen, Ronni. This is
supposed to be a sophisticated, adult beach party sleepover, for real
corporate men.” 


He’s playing cool, but I know him.
He loves this story, loves this island. I think he’s had to have
recited it on every trip here I could remember (and quite a few times
more past that). I nod and hold my hand up towards him. “Please,
Edgar. I want to hear it. Let all our guests know what’s so special
about this place.” I even mean it. He tells the story so well.

He gets a big, bold smile on his
face, leans over, and claps his hands hard in front of himself.
“Alright everyone! Listen up, listen well, for you’re about to
hear the Legend of Siren’s Cove!” Large, bombastic, a showman’s
voice. Exactly the way we were told this story as children, back when
our family were more than just us two.

He unclasps his hands, tampering
them down in the air in a ‘settle down’ motion. “Put yourself
in the time period. It’s the late 1800’s, near the turn of the
century. Times are tough, the fishing is sparse. Men are getting
desperate. And then, right in the middle of the worst of it, comes a
woman into town. Promises of riches, of endless food, of anything one
could desire, if they only heeded her word.” 


“Naturally, the people were
bewildered. What could possibly help them though this, they all
wanted to know. And so, the stranger started telling a yarn about a
mysterious, glorious, dangerous island she knew about; this very one
you’re standing on, ladies and gentlemen.” A polite smattering of
laughs from the crowd around us comes out. He waits for them to die
down before continuing. “No map was needed, for you could hear it
draw you in from the sea. The land’s sweet promises echoed through
the waves and drew you in. And, on top of the cliffs, if you
professed those desires, you could have anything you wanted; so long
as you were ready to pay the price for them.”

One of the men I didn’t recognize
heckled, a smile on his face. “Is this ghost story going to get any
actual ghosts anytime soon?”

Edgar sneer-smiles at him, clearly
annoyed he was broken from his groove. “Let me get there,
Johnston.”

Veronica leans over me, throwing her
snack at apparently-Johnston. “Yeah. Let the master storyteller
work his craft, right?” she jeered, a smile on her face.

Edgar gives an appreciative smile
back at her, shakes himself out, and gets back into it. “Most of
the townsfolk thought she was crazy, or that it had to be some kind
of scam. People lost interest and dissipated from the story,
something to dream about late at night while their bellies ached. But
three men were desperate enough to try it. A local fisherman, his
destitute brother, and the fisherman’s boathand; along with the
brother’s wife. The four of them made their way out into the open
ocean. And, after days of sailing, at the point where they thought
they might truly be lost to the open waves, they heard it; the
island’s siren call was whispering to them, the fog broken, the
land in view.”

One of the girls near him quirked
her face, laughing. “Isn’t this island, like, a hundred miles off
the shore? Our boat got here in a day.” 


“Yeah, well. It used to be harder,
okay?” He pinches the bridge of his nose, before turning back to
the campfire. “Anyways! The four of them make it to the island, ok?
They hear the calling, promising them everything they could ever wish
for. They march to the tops of the cliffs, and one by one profess
desires. The fisherman wants more fish than he could dream of, an
endless supply to bring to market. The brother wants to be a wealthy
landowner, who would never have to work a day in his life and want
for nothing. The boathand wanted to be the captain, to
take over the business, to have his own underlings to boss around.”

“All of them professed, and all
three intended on cheating the island; the fisherman offered his
reputation despite being virtually unknown back home, the boathand
offered the business knowing it wasn’t his to give, the brother
offered his family knowing his wife was barren and there was to be
none. And soon, the miraculous happened. Fish, gigantic salmon,
started jumping at the shoals. Over and into the boat, flooding any
free space available. The fisherman knew his wish had been granted,
and the other two men saw and believed their rewards would be waiting
for them back home.” 


“But one more had come with them
to the island, and they hadn’t accounted for the wife’s wish. It
turned out she was a wicked woman, full of malice and hatred. She had
one wish that burned in her; to see her husband and anyone associated
with him dead. As the three men celebrated, great storm clouds
gathered overhead. Soon the thickened, coalesced around the three of
them. It soon grew too thick, too foggy to even see around their
faces. It was suffocating. The darkness lashing out, freezing them,
lulling them into a stupor. And then…” He pauses, leaning in far,
before slamming his hands together as hard as he could. “Bang!
Something grabs the fisherman, and then the rest of them. Hard
struggle they all did, but one by one they fell. Great knives from
the darkness held them down and pierced their skin. They were torn
limb from limb in the dark fog. And, when it had lifted, the three of
them were no more. Chunks of their bodies were torn asunder, their
throats ripped from their bodies as if from jagged teeth. The only
one left standing was the wife, in the center of the three desecrated
bodies. She smiled, maybe the first genuine, wicked smile of her
life. And then she walked slowly, over to the cliffside, before
throwing herself over into the rocky shores. For the price she
offered up for her wish was herself.”

Johnson hoots, whistling. “And
that,” he raises his glass bottle towards Edgar, “is why they
didn’t bring bitches on boats.” All of the men around me cracked
up at that; most of the women (save the few who really seemed
desperate to impress) rolled their eyes or huffed.

Edgar readjusted his cocky grin,
gave everyone a toothy predatory one to seal the deal on the story.
“You would think she was long dead, but the island kept her. Uses
her to settle its debts. Some say you can still hear her sobbing in
the winds, forever ashamed over what she’s done and what she’s
become.” He sits back, relaxes, and beacons to the island proper.
“So go on! March up that cliffside, profess your desire. You’ll
get exactly what you want! But make sure you’re ready to pay a
proper price, or else the island won’t be forgiving when it sends
its captive witch to collect on your debts… With your life!”

He leans in and shouts the ending,
startling one of the ladies around him. We all give a polite round of
applause for him, some of the women cheering. Veronica leans over,
rubbing my arm. “It’s incredibly late, darling. I’m going back
to the boat. Won’t you join me for a little… private
celebration?” 


I give her as wide a smile as I can
muster, but look up into the stars. She made it very clear that she
had no intention of sleeping in the elements, not when there’s a
perfectly good yacht right there. But I knew I needed the air, the
time to think. “I’m sorry Veronica, but I’m going to stay out
here for a while. I need this whole thing to sink in more.”

She frowns, disappointedly. “You
are letting it sink in though, right? This is all yours now,
darling.” I nod quickly, and she smiles.  “Alright hubby. But if
you take too long to join me, you’re going to have to sleep alone.
Can’t have my beauty sleep interrupted after all!” She gets up,
sauntering over to the boat. She stops to turn her head over her
shoulder towards me with a wink for one final word of the night.
“Take care out here. Don’t want the witch woman to get you, after
all.”
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I toss and turn, laying in the bed
of the hotel. It’s well into the middle of the night, everything
around me is pitch black. I really tried my hardest to sleep. But my
demons kept me up. Visions of that night at the beach, on the cliff,
the last time we were here; they kept running through my mind,
putting my head in its paces. Despite the foggy chill in the air, I
felt clammy, sweaty. My sleep shirt clung to me like a suffocating
film. 


I’m not going to get any sleep
like this. I sigh, laying awake, staring at the ceiling. I feel like
I’m going to be strangled with this sopping thing on. I sit up, rip
the wifebeater off myself, throw it off into the corner of the room.
Massage my temples softly, let my fingers dig into the scalp, push
pressure into my eyes. I open them again, contemplating getting up to
have a drink, when… Is there someone in the corner of the room? 


I squint, trying my hardest to make
out the figure from the inky blackness. It’s barely there, but I’m
sure of it. Someone is standing in my room, watching me sleep.

“Is someone there?” I reach over
for my phone on the nightstand, fumbling for the flashlight setting.
“If someone’s over there, you’ve got three seconds to get out
before I fuck you up.” 


I press the flash button, but when I
aim the light over to the corner of the room it’s entirely empty.
No. I could swear I could see something there… 


I turn to put my phone back, head
back to sleep, before a wheezing noise comes from that empty corner.
“Owe…”

I snap up, fully awake now. “Hey!
Show yourself! This isn’t funny!” I whip the flashlight back up
to the spot, but it’s still empty, not even a thought in the space.

I move the flashlight away, but…
The figure seems to still be there in the dark. I can almost make out
a white face, beady black eyes, right where they should be. But when
I move the flashlight back up to focus on them, it’s completely
gone. Back and forth, three, four times.

“God, I’m losing my mind,” I
mutter to myself. “Jumping at shadows…” I look down to the
phone to shut the flashlight off. I turn to toss it onto the desk,
and when I look back… the figure is there again. It’s even more
defined than before. There’s clearly a man, pale, pasty. Hate in
his eyes.

“What the fu–” I’m cut off
by him loudly hissing, hunching over, and bolting to me! He climbs on
top of me. Grabs my arms, pins them above my head, holds his other
hand on my mouth to muffle me. He’s soaking wet, hair plastered to
his face. He’s waterlogged, bloated. Pale gray skin, translucent
where the veins go, eyes swollen near shut. Black blood drips from
his mouth, open in a snarl, dripping onto my forehead. He’s wearing
a necklace, a thin chain with a delicate medallion swaying above my
head. One I intimately recognize. 


“Morty?” I struggle to speak
through his fingers. God, it’s really him. Under all that decay
it’s clearly my brother. I try to say more, but I’m muffled, and
he won’t listen. He presses his hand deep over my mouth, fingers
digging into my cheek. His nails are long and unkempt, but soft; they
bend backwards instead of cutting into my face. 


He mumbles again, guttural, bile
spilling onto me with his attempt. “You… Owe… Me…” He
presses into me, his weight settling into my chest, holding me down
tight. I can’t move an inch. “You owe me!” He leans over, mouth
open, drooling that clotted blood onto my face, dripping as he lowers
his mouth towards my eyes. His hands reach down, wrap around my neck,
holding them tight against me, crushing my windpipe. I snap my eyes
closed, grit my teeth, brace for the impact of his teeth…

“Eddy!” The lights in the room
flick on, and I find myself alone on my bed. The thrashing stops with
a whimper. Ronni is standing at the entrance to the room, drink in
her hand, done down in her dressing gown. “Would you keep it down?
You’ve been screaming like a madman!”

“Where did he go?” My eyes dart
back and forth between the edges of the room, but I don’t spot him
anywhere. It’s like he disappeared into thin air. I get up,
cracking my knuckles, heart racing. “Show yourself!” 


Ronni stares at me with a tilt in
her head, and a frown on your face. “Where did who go? Who else is
in here?”

“M– Morty…” Suddenly I
deflate a little, and realize how silly I sounded. 


She rolls her eyes, crossing her
arms again haughtily. “Oh god, this again. Don’t you think you’re
a little old to be having nightmares, Ed?” Could that really have
been it? Another nightmare? It felt so real though. 


I push past her, into the other room
of the suite. Rummage into the fridge to pull out a beer, pop it
open, chug most of it down in one go. My heart calms down enough to
start relaxing again. 


Ronni sits down at the counter
across from me, propping her head up by her arm. Takes a sip of her
own drink. Lets the glass clink against her chunky embossed ring. “I
told you coming here was a mistake. We should have sold it. We should
have sunk it into the sea.”

“It’s not the island that’s
doing this to me, Ronni. You know that.”

She sighs, tapping her finger more
aggressively against her glass. “I don’t know what I know about
you anymore.” 


I lean against the fridge, the cool
surface of the door sending a chill down my exposed back. I stare out
the window overlooking the sea. “Don’t you miss him? You were his
wife for christ sake.”

She sighs, lets her head rest on the
countertop. “Ed, you have to let him go. It’s been five years.
He’s. Gone. Obsessing like this is just cruel.”

“Cruel to who? Myself, or to his
memory?”

“Cruel to me, Ed!” she
hissed, snapping her head upwards to look at me, pressing her fingers
into her chest as she spoke. “You don’t pay attention to me
anymore, and when you do you start jumping at ghosts. The two-bit
floozies of the world get charming Edgar, I get the broken man. And
don’t give me any shit; I know what you do behind my back. Never
were good at keeping your hands to yourself. It’s not my fault that
I’m too much woman for you to handle.” 


I tense up, and then down the rest
of my beer, toss the can onto the floor. “So what then? How could
it be behind your back if there’s no relationship there in front of
it? You were the one who got cold feet about going public. Decided
the scandal would destroy the world’s new favorite socialite.
Insead now the world treats me as the laughingstock.”

“You are a laughingstock,
Ed!” She stands up, pinching the bridge of her nose. We stand in
silence for a moment, glaring daggers at each other. “Look. Go out
there, make your peace, beg for forgiveness, whatever it is you think
you have to do. But get it done tomorrow. I want off this awful rock
as soon as possible. Afterwards you can get a shrink, like a normal
adult.”

She runs off in a huff, leaving me
alone to my thoughts. I crack open another beer, run my hand through
my hair softly. This relationship is really dead, huh. Pff. It was
never alive to start with. She got her comfort out of me after…
after Morty’s passing. And then realized I would be nothing but a
hindrance to little miss socialite on her own rise to power. 


I down my beer on one go, slump down
on a chair, and stare out at the ocean through the window. Start
making a plan of attack for the rest of the visit. I think there’s
more than one thing I’m going to have to make peace with before
this trip is over. 
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I stare up at the stars, laying down
on the beach near the dregs of the bonfire. Most everyone followed
Veronica’s tune and left for their boats. No real corporate adult
wants to give up that comfort, I assume. I didn’t really expect any
of them to actually camp out anyways. I honestly didn’t expect any
of them to even come. 


The air is beautiful though. The
winds have picked up, the heat has died down. It’s comfortable and
cool out here. I haven’t bothered to pitch a tent or anything, but
I don’t think I’m going to head off to the boats either. It’s
not like I was going to be sleeping much tonight anyways. Too much to
think about to bother. 


“A lot on your mind, Morty?” I
tilt my head upwards and see my brother still up, sitting on one of
the logs set out around the fire. Huh, I really would have expected
him to chase one of the skirts back to their room. Or to right here
on the beach dunes, out in the open, make me go somewhere else for my
peace. A quick look around, though, and it seems like we’re alone
on the beach. He’s fiddling with his large ring, his version of the
family crest. He must be thinking about the same things that I am. I
instinctively reach for the medallion on my necklace, and rub it
softly too.

I huff, spreading my arms out to
either side of myself. “I can’t believe he’s gone. I figured
that the old man was a lich, he would outlive the rest of us. He’d
be running the company into the heat death of the universe.” 


He laughs at that. Kicks a little
sand over towards me. “I didn’t realize you cared about him so
much. That sad sack. Always thought he was better than us, knew
better than us.” 


“I didn’t. I mean, I did. He was
a bastard and he was cruel, but he was still our father. And it’s
not like either of us ever were left wanting growing up, after all.”


He looks pensive, still twisting his
ring on his finger, running his thumb over the grooves of the crest.
“That’s not what’s on your mind though. This has been going on
for a long time. You don’t smile anymore. I don’t think I’ve
heard you laugh, truly laugh, in years.”

I sigh, annoyed. Yeah, years.
Exactly when the designs on my future changed. When I was expected to
become dad, become a replacement Edgar for him when he got tired of
the real thing. “Why me? Why am I expected to fill that man’s
shoes? I don’t really know the first thing about this business, any
business. I wasn’t the one groomed to take over.”

“Who else would it be then, Mort?”


I sit up, twisting around to look at
my brother. “You, Edgar. You’re the obvious choice. You cared
about running the thing, you always wanted that seat. You know how it
works. Dad always knew it was going to be you. He trained you your
whole life for it.”

For a moment, he seems shocked, a
small smile on his face. But then it falters, slowly. He grimaces,
looks away. “Yeah, and then I blew it. Dad decided I wasn’t good
enough for my spot. And suddenly it wasn’t mine anymore.” He
turns to me. “It’s yours. Be happy with that.” 


I get up, stretch. It feels like
I’ve been laying down there for days, my arms are entirely sore. I
crack my back, walk over, and sit down next to him. “To be fair,
you did make a few actual mistakes. Some pretty big ones.”

He turns to me, arms crossed against
his chest. “Like what?”

I murmur, not sure if I want to get
into it. I’m trying to convince him to take the job. Still… “You
do have the, uh, sexual looseness. That could cause a pretty big
scandal if it got out… You’d probably have to fix that first.”

He shrugs. “So what. Everyone buys
whores,  I’m not a celebrity, I’m a businessman. And a playboy!
There’s worse things to be addicted to then sex, and worse ways to
get it than paying for it. You don’t think that every wall street
type isn’t out there doing the same thing?” 


I tisk softly. “You stole from the
company. That’s an actual crime.”

He huffs again, closed off. “You
can’t blame me for that. I… needed some discrete money. Dad
always monitored everything that came out of our funds, our trusts,
hell our paychecks.” 


I press my hand onto his shoulder
lightly. “On one hand, you’re lucky no one caught it but Dad. But
on the other…” I breathe a little, softly. “It’s not that
bad, though. You learned from it. And, you know how many other rich
kids are out there stealing from their parents wallets? Blue balling
you out of nowhere was the bigger scandal than the theft ever was. I
mean…” He looks at me questioningly. “Come on, Edgar. We both
know the real reason he decided you weren’t good enough to take
over his company.” 


He goes pale at that, looking away
from me. “I didn’t… Realize you knew about that.” 


“Dad would talk. When he got
drunk, he liked to complain about everyone to me. I had to hear about
all the ways everyone has let him down.” Myself included. Never a
good day when you got torn apart for being a bad replacement son from
your actual father.

He turned away from me a little
more, leaning in on himself, going red. I reach back over, comfort
him, rub his arm. “Hey. He was wrong. You’re not a lesser man for
the… kind of woman you were into. And it was clear his problem
wasn't the women you would pay, it was when you looked like you were
going to settle down with one.” 


He digs his hands into his head,
scratching at his scalp under his short wavy hair. “Well, he got
what he wanted. Made it clear that my spot in the lineage was
severed, my name was good as dirt in the family. That if we were seen
by him once then I was dead to him and cut off from everything. She
didn’t stick around too much longer when she knew she was never
going to get to be with me in public. Got everything she needed from
me anyways. Dad was right, that’s all she ever wanted in the first
place.” 


I pat him on the shoulder softly.
“Dad was wrong, and he was an asshole. I don’t care who you were
into, and I don’t care that you wanted some money that Father
couldn’t see you use. Especially because you used that money for
her. If anything, you’re a regular John Wojtowicz.” He looks at
me a little confused, but I just shrug it off. “You know, that
inspired me. It’s why I decided that a shelter for those women was
going to be what my charity was. Before Dad sprung the heir apparent
nonsense on me. That’s something I actually care about. Not this.”


The dumb look on his face hasn’t
changed at that. If anything, he looks even more baffled. “I don’t
know what you’re trying to say, bro.” He knows. He just doesn’t
want to accept it. For all that lunkhead charm he looks like a kicked
puppy.

“What I’m trying to say is that…
What I mean is–” 


“Wait.” He stands up, nervous,
looking around. “We should do this somewhere more private. Anyone
could still be around, or come back here. I don’t want our laundry
getting out.” 


More private? I look around and
there’s no one for miles. It’s past late night, almost early
morning. Still… I understand being vulnerable. I know exactly
what’ll put him at ease. “Cliffs?”

He nods in approval, pulling me up
from my seat. “Cliffs.”
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Ronni has been absolutely clear:
there wasn’t a snowball’s chance in hell I was getting her out of
that hotel room. I tried to patch things up with her that morning,
getting into her bed, holding her to me. She just pushed me out and
told me she wasn’t in the mood for my shit. That I should focus on
‘whatever the hell i needed to do on this awful rock’ so we could
leave already; she wanted out by tomorrow.

That certainly compresses the time
for my plan. I suit up, trying to look as impressionable as possible.
I’m going to have to put my wooing skills into overtime for this to
work. 


The air is crisp and foggy, even
right outside the small hotel. You could barely see past the
immediate area, everything fading to white. There’s really no one
around for miles. I tried my hardest to turn this into a resort
destination, to justify to Ronni why we needed to keep it, that it
wasn’t just me not being able to let go. It’s never taken off,
though. Maybe a few rubbernecked tourists in the summer. This time of
year, no one but the help stepped foot on the entire island. It made
the whole place feel like a giant graveyard. Heh, maybe I could pitch
it as haunted to get the ghoul chasers out here. Bust out the old
ghost stories this place had…

A small motor rumbles out, lights
cutting through the fog. Ronni told me when I tried to be with her
this morning that if I had needs to meet I should call one of the
floozies of the island. I hope she gets mad when she sees that I
have. A large golf cart rolls into the front entry of the hotel,
filled with women. Most of them in uniform, all of them unbelievably
gorgeous. 


One of them comes up, grabbing my
bicep. “Wow, you weren’t kidding. He looks absolutely delicious.”
She turns to another one of the girls, who have also come to size me
up. “What do you think, Mira?” 


The other girl, a petite one, gets
into my face, giggling. “Oh, his eyes are gorgeous. Please tell me
we get to keep this one?”

I laugh, puffing my chest out a
little. “It’s ok ladies, there’s plenty of me to go around.”

“I’ll say!” The first one
says, licking her lips.

The smaller woman, Mira, laughs and
tugs on the first one’s arm. “Come on Hali, leave the fresh meat
alone. This one’s Naia’s.” 


They all say their goodbyes,
giggling, laughing amongst themselves, as the two in dress walk into
the hotel proper. The one in casual clothes stays behind; clad in
short shorts, a tight halter top, and a thin tropical shirt worn open
over it despite the unbelievable chill in the air, stood Naia. “Well
now, Mr. Storyteller.” She saunters over to me, runs her pointer
finger over my chin. “When I gave you my number last night, I
didn’t realize you would be calling it so soon. Isn’t the rule to
wait a while before calling a girl? Absence is supposed to make the
heart grow fonder.” 


I smirk, tugging on the open v of my
half-clasped collared shirt. Make sure she can see the goods, get
nice and infatuated. “I figured I could show you around before your
shift started.”

She laughs haughtily, sitting down
at one of the benches, crossing her slender legs and leaning back.
“Show me around? I’m basically a native at this point. What are
you going to show me that I haven’t seen already, Edgar?”

I sit down next to her and laugh,
running my finger down her slender, smooth leg. “Well, I basically
grew up here. I know all the most intimate, private parts of the
island.” I let my fingers dance down to the bottom of her leg.
“Have you been to the cliffs? The one from the legend? I figured we
could go there, you could make a little wish of your… own…”

I stop, my finger reaching down to
her shoes. They’re simple tennies, but still statement pieces.
Bright colors, three, baby pastels. One part in particular had them
stacked in bars. Ones intimately recognizable to me. 


She scowls at me, the way that I’ve
stopped. “Hmm. I take it, you know what that means then?” I
realize I’m being rude, freezing up. I nod at her quickly. “We’re
not going to have a problem then, are we?” 


I look away slightly, embarrassed.
“Of course not. You, uh, wouldn’t be my first.” I stare down
between her legs. Wondering what I would find there. I lick my lips.
“Exotic woman.”

She sighs, uncrosses her legs, leans
over towards me. “Well, in that case. You wouldn’t be my
first time… on the cliffs.” She leans back again, laughing at
herself. “Sorry Mr. Storyteller! I can’t say you’re impressing
me here. I thought you promised me something I haven’t done
already!”

“Heh. I guess I’m lucky that I
even had a chance, as your boss. Some women would get creeped out by
that.” 


Her face darkens, looks away from
me. “You aren’t my boss.” She looks back at me, smile
back on her face. “And that’s a good thing.” 


“You really don’t like Ronni,
huh.” That could be useful.

She huffs, tosses her hair over her
shoulder. “I don’t like any boss. But yes, she’s awful. She’s
so fake! All smiles and girlboss power. She acts like the world
wasn’t just handed straight to her. Yet she demands we all worship
her as this self made genius. Word around the hotel is that she’s
been trying to get a tv show made too. It’s just so phony. I bet
she’s got just as many skeletons in her closet as any of them.”
She leans back over to me playfully. Gives a wide, predatory smile.
“I bet you know all about her scandals. Right, loverboy?” 


Fuck it, hail mary. “And I bet
you’d love to take her down a peg, huh?” She narrows her eyes at
me, but I just grab her by the chin softly. “Have you ever been
part of a scandal before?”
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Me and my brother walk the long path
up towards the cliffs of the island, off the side of the beach. If
the air felt humid and cool down on the beach, up here it was salty
and acrid; a true seafront’s air. It was the perfect vantage point
to look out onto the open sea, to feel the cool ocean air, to watch
the waves splash onto the rocky shoal below. It wasn’t a difficult
climb or anything. It was like the island itself carved the path up
here, like it was begging its visitors to come here. Still, I’ve
never seen anyone but myself or my brother make the hike. Blue light
started filtering in from the sky, and what had once been inky
blackness had given way to a soft, dreamlike haze. 


“So.” Edgar leans back against
one of the jagged, craggy rock outcroppings we used to play on as
kids.

“So,” I repeat back to him. My
nerves start to eat at me a little. I can feel my guts start to
summersault.

“What exactly did you mean? That
you don’t care?”

I look down, almost in shame. I know
he must be judging me, turning my back on the family like this, on
our legacy. “I’m sorry. I’m not cut out for this. This was
never my world. I was always supposed to be the soft, quiet, also ran
of the family. Easily ignored on the side, allowed to just do my own
thing. Where my actual passions lie.” 


He crosses his arms, scowling at me.
“You’re going to be a terrible leader with that attitude, Morty.”


I blanch, I feel like I’m going to
empty what little bile and acid I have in my stomach right now.
Instead, I vomit out what I’ve been holding back for a while. “I’m
not going to be the leader. Edgar, do you not understand what I’m
trying to say? I’m not taking the position.” 


At that, his entire body language
changes. His mouth falls open, his arms slack down to his sides. I’ve
actually managed to shock him. After a minute, he seems to come back
to his senses. He’s still totally slack jawed, but he manages to
speak. “What? No, you have to take it. No one else can.”

I walk up to him, leaning against
the outcropping myself now across my shoulder. “You can, Edgar. You
care, you know what you’re doing. You would be an amazing leader.
You could take this company into the stars if you wanted to. I’d
run it into the ground.” 


“You don’t know what you’re
talking about.” He sighs, pressing his head up against the crag.
“I’m removed from the family trust, from the family registry. Dad
burned me out. He took it from me. No one is going to let me waltz
back in and take over the place. You can’t shrug this one off,
bro.” 


I frown, rubbing under my eyes. “If
he took it, then I can give it back. I can make them take you back.
We can reinstate you, get it done together. We hold all the power in
this now. This is a family squabble, and the only family left is you
and me.” 


He laughs to himself, shaking his
head. “To do that, you’d have to take the position. It’d be so
long, so difficult, that eventually they’d decide they already have
their man. It’s not going to happen.” 


I don’t say anything to that. I
sigh, slump down onto my ass, head against the outcrag. He follows
suit, leaning against me softly. “Do you remember…” he starts,
“When we were kids? How we used to play here? On the cliff?”

I laugh slightly, disheartenedly,
turning away. “Yeah, man. Taking turns pretending to be the witch?
Make a wish, and then scamper away while the other tries to get
them.” I pick up a pebble, and throw it over towards the cliffside.

“I don’t think I heard you ever
laugh as hard as when you got to play the witch, and actually caught
me.” His smile faltered a little, head shaking. “I never did get
you to actually make a wish, though. Little chickenshit.” He
reaches over and musses with my hair.

“Hey!” I push him away,
laughing. “You can’t blame a little kid for being actually scared
of the ghost stories you would keep telling. I actually thought I
would die up here if I did that.” 


“I don’t think,” he says,
“even if the magic was real. That anything a little kid could ask
for would be that dangerous.” 


I reach up for my pendant, grab it
between my fingers, twist it back and forth in front of me. “You
know what? What I would ask of the island? What I actually desire?”
The knots are back. I really can’t believe I’m going to tell him.
The shameful thought I’ve had in the back of my mind. But the
thought won’t leave my head now that I’ve started. I know he, of
all people, would understand.

He scowls, folds his arms over his
chest. “Mort, I swear to christ, if you say that you’d put me in
the lead chair one more time I’ll–” 


“What I want,”I interrupt him,
before stopping. Breathing in, holding. Calming myself. Now or never.
“What I want, more than anything, is to not be a Penrose.” 


Once again, he stares at me blankly.
“Not be… what?”

I grip the pendant tightly. “I
mean it! I don’t… I don’t want any of this! The position, the
fame, the power, the money! I don’t want the connections or the
influence or the responsibilities or the way that people look at
you…” 


He stands up, dumbfounded. “You
don’t know what you’re saying.” 


“I know exactly what I’m
goddamned saying!” I bolt upwards, face to face with him. I thrust
my hand into his face, pointing, chain dangling down from my fist.
“You might be too scared to say what you want, that you want
everything I have, but I’m not!” 


He stares at my hand, eyes moving
back and forth. “I don’t… I…”

I watch the delicate chain wave in
the breeze, before pulling it back to my face, opening my palm. In my
haste to stand up, I accidentally ripped the necklace off my body. I
stare at it, the massive thing disguised as a dainty pendant. “I
know I’m being greedy. That I have everything I could ever want,
and I would reject it. I thought about trying to eat my cake and have
it too. Stay but have you take the work. I could pump so much money
into my charity…” I stop, and laugh. “I keep saying ‘my
charity’, but all I do is pump money into someone else’s work.
What have I actually done to help anyone? Ever in my life?”

He goes to open his mouth, but
before he can I thrust my hand out to him, palm open. He looks at it
and looks at me. “What are you doing?”

“Take it.” I thrust my hand out
towards him again, and hold it there. “I want to be a new, better
person. Someone who could actually help people who need it. I want to
be as far away from this miserable legacy as possible. And I’ll
give anything for it. My name, my money, my position. I’d start
over with nothing. Anything to be rid of it.” 


He just stares at my hand, before
slowly reaching for the pendant, picking it up. Looking at it in his
own hand. I walk away, looking out over the sea. The sun’s just
starting to break over the horizon. The sky is a brilliant, hazy
blue, with a deep gold ridge. 


My brother calls from behind me.
“What’s your wife going to think?”

I laugh, still watching the sun
rise. “Of course I’ve discussed this with her already. Maybe not
phrased as extremely, or so finally a position, but she knows. That I
don’t plan on taking it. She told me to reconsider, to think about
it. And now I have. I’ll never put her in a place where she’s
going to be uncomfortable, I know the woman I married. But I know we
can make it through this together. And, you too!” I turn to face
him, eyes shut, smile wide. “You’re going to make out so well on
this, Edgar. I think everyone’s going to make out just fi–” 


A rush of wind, an earth shattering
pounding noise, a violent explosion of pain. I open my eyes as I
topple to the floor, vision blurring over, watching as my brother
stands over me.
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We head up the last part of the path
up to the cliffs, giggling together like schoolchildren. The fog
hadn’t let up. If anything, it was worse up here. It boiled over
the cliffside like dry ice. It splashed out from our feet with every
step we took. 


She drove us out that way, to the
beach from all those years ago, in her friend’s little golf cart.
It felt impenetrable, like a wall of white was coming to swallow us
whole. Naia knew the island like the back of her hand though, and we
made it safe and sound.

She spins on her heel, laughing,
arms outstretched, before plopping down in the center of the open
space. Beckoning me over to her with her finger, her hawaiian shirt
down around her shoulders, hair messy and tousled over her face. 


I march over, sit down next to her.
“Do you remember the plan?” She just laughs and nods
enthusiastically at me, glimmer in her eye. “Good. We pull it off
perfectly, and then hey? Maybe there’s a future here for us to
explore afterwards…” I’m not sure if I’m still fishing her
in, or if I’m starting to believe it myself. Either way, it’s
working on her. Her smile is dazzling, impossibly wide. Damn, she
might be the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. 


Fuck it. I give in, lean into her,
ready to take her, here and now. Open my mouth to bite her lip, hear
her moan… I meet her palm. She’s pressing my face away, her head
turned. She tisks. “That’s cute, loverboy.” Turns back to me,
holding my face still. Gives a piercing look directly into my eyes.
“I’m not here for that. You have a plan to execute, right? Focus
on that.” Slaps my cheek a few times to emphasize her point. 


Embarrassed, I look away. She pulls
out her phone, snaps a picture of herself pressed up against me, my
face still in her hand, forcing me to look into the camera. Step one.


She lets go, fiddles with the phone.
“And sent.” 


I back up, huff to myself. We
probably have a little time to kill here, but she’s suddenly gone
cold. Huddled in on herself. She might be having second thoughts
about what we’re about to do. I know the feeling.

“So, loverboy.” She speaks to
me, not looking up from her phone. “I have to say, the plan’s a
little extreme. What exactly did she do to deserve that?” 


I sigh, slumping over into my
elbows, propping my head up. I stare into the loose rocks jutting up
from the path, the fog thick and rolling around them. “I…” I
squint. I can almost make out a figure… The ghastly image of my
brother from last night, from behind the rocks. He’s staring at me,
hate in his beady black eyes.

“What are you staring at?” I
turn away, looking at Naia. Her face looks scared, a little innocent.
But her smile says otherwise. 


I look back to where I thought I saw
Morty, but all that’s there is more rolling fog. “Nothing.” I
sigh, rolling my shoulders. “It’s not what she did. It’s what I
did, the last time I was here. I have a debt to pay. And I need
something to pay for it with.” 


She gets up, sitting on the edge of
the cliff, legs dangling over the edge. “The last time you were
here?” She kicks them back and forth, staring out into the misty
sea. 


I follow, sitting down next to her.
Put my arm around her body. “I… I made a mistake. Betrayed
someone.” 


“Your brother, right?” I
grimace, look away, pull my hand off her shoulders.

“You really do know all my
scandals, huh.” 


She shrugs, nonchalantly. “That
one’s more of a tragedy, isn’t it? Man gets the keys to the
kingdom, can’t handle it, and then throws himself into the sea.”

I sigh, looking back out into the
rolling mist on top of the choppy waters. “I wish it could have
gone differently. If I had just listened to what he was saying, if I
had been the man that he thought I was…” I look back down at the
pendant, my brother’s pendant, still around my neck. The one he
gave me that night. “But I was already trapped. I couldn’t stop
things, not with…”

I turn back to her, look into her
big dewy eyes. “It’s the past now, though. I can’t change that.
All I can hope for is that, with this, he can forgive me, won’t
hate me wherever he is now.”

She looks at me, softly, innocently.
A small smile breaks through her face, teeth jutting out over her
bottom lip. “Don’t worry about it. I know he never would.”

I grab her by her halter, pull her
into me. Her eyes dart back towards the rocks, but then come back to
my focus. Giving herself up to me. I lean in again to take her.

“Edgar!” A shrill voice, angry,
pulls me out of my daze. I look over to see Ronni, still in her
dressing gown, marching over to us. “Just what the hell do you
think you’re doing?” 
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I fight to remain conscious, head
throbbing. I feel my vision blur. It’s hard to focus on anything in
sharp detail. I get flashes of clarity, of my brother standing over
me, a shocked look on his face. A rock dropped next to me, my
necklace dropping with it. Both coated in fresh blood. Mine.

“Edgar… Why?” I struggle to
have my senses come back to me, scrambling backwards towards the
cliff. “I was… I am going to give you everything! So why…”

“I…” His voice is shaky, weak.
He’s staring at his hands. I'm lucky that he seems to be in just as
much shock at his actions as I am, or else… I’d already be dead.
I scramble further away from him. “I have to. Don’t you get it?
Your way is never going to work. It’s going to be years, decades,
before you can get me back to where I belong. Especially with how
unfit you are for leadership? Why would anyone listen to you?” He
closes his fists, flexing them. No, this is the only way this could
have gone. I have to. It’s out of my control.” 


“But, but! Killing me won’t get
you anything! It’s throwing away the golden goose for no reason!
All you’ll get is a rap sheet, and your last door to the family
shut for good!”

His arms slump down, his features
going more resolute. “You really don’t get it. This was put into
motion a long time before now. The plan can’t just change.” He’s…
been planning this? I don’t understand!

He steps towards me, and my eyes bug
out of my head. I try to get up and run, but my legs are jelly, my
arms feel unresponsive. The best I can muster is to scuttle
backwards, up to the edge of the cliff. I can feel my fingers slide
over the edge. “Wait! Edgar, wait! This isn’t you!” He stops
walking towards me for a moment. I reach up to him, silently praying
that he would stop, take my hand, pull me up. Tell me it was all a
bad joke. “You’re, you’re not a killer! You’re kind! You help
people, you helped those wome–”

“You and those fucking trannies. I
used them! They’re cheap whores who are easier to fuck around with,
you stupid snivling loser.” He shouts, slapping my hand out of the
air. “You’re a fucking moron, Morty! You’re self obsessed, you
isolate yourself in your own little world. And you can’t see what’s
happening right in front of your face. I don’t have a use for you
anymore. This is it, Morty.”

He reaches down, squeezes my neck
tight with his hands. The ring with the crest presses right on my
windpipe. I try to reach up to pull him off, to speak more with him,
to do anything. But I can’t. I feel my face start to swell up, my
breathing hitch and wither in my throat. I can barely cough, I can’t
feel anything going into my body. Soon my limbs lose their strength,
my hands dropping from my brother’s wrists. God, this is how I go
out. Just as I think that, just before I feel like my eyes are going
to pop out of their sockets, my face swell up into a blood filled
mass… He lets go. Starts huffing and puffing above me, like he had
his own throat shut. I desperately gasp for air, sucking in as much
as I can, as deep of gulps as I can. Tears stream down my eyes,
soaking my face.

“Edgar!” I hear a new voice
shout out from behind the craggy outcropping. Veronica! “What are
you doing!” She steps forward, kitchen knife brandished out towards
him. She’s slow, careful.

“Veron… ica…” I wheeze,
barely able to speak, barely able to think. I reach out for her
shakily. “Help… me. Get… secur– security…”

She walks right up to him, knife
pointed right up against him, tip to his chin. “You all make me do
everything, I swear.” She lowers the knife, and steps over to me,
like an angel. She leans over, cradles my head in her hands, petting
my hair softly. “My dear, sweet, stupid husband.” Please. Please
help… She lifts my head by the chin, kisses me on the forehead. 


“Ughhk!” A sharp pain, piercing,
comes to me. I look down, the… The blade of the knife deep in my
chest. Veronica’s hand attached to the hilt. Please, no… She
pulls it out, and stabs me again for good measure. I can feel the
blood gushing out of me, pumping out of the wounds. “Wh… why?”

She grimaces, shakes herself up.
Walks over to Edgar, slaps him on the face. “Why did you stop!
Eugh, it’s disgusting.”

He grabs her, pulls her into his
side. “Forgive me baby?” What? No. She sighs and snuggles into
his arms. 


I struggle to lean up, to look at
them. “Please… Why? I don’t… Understand…”

Edgar frowns, turns to Veronica.
“Oh, just tell him. Maybe he’ll die happy.”

She sighs dramatically. “Fine!”
She turns to me, sneer on her face. I’ve never seen her with so
much contempt before. “You really are a fool, Mortimer. Did you
really think I would be happy? Going from the wife of one of the
richest men in the world, to destitute overnight? I deserved more
than you. I deserve a real man, someone who would provide for my
life. Someone who would touch me more than once a year too. Not some
limp wristed sissy who would rather spend his time with the half
women of the world.” 


She turns to my brother, nestling
in. “Luckily I had this hunk all locked up by himself. You couldn’t
even tell we’ve been going behind your back for years. I kept
trying to figure out how to get rid of the dead weight, but it didn’t
come together until the old bastard keeled over.” 


I glance, defeated, as Edgar turns
to kiss my wife, deeply, hands around her body. “Your plan was
perfect, baby. Reclusive Mortimer, racked with grief, overwhelmed and
stressed. Constantly complaining about how little he wanted his own
future. No wonder he would off himself at his own celebration party.”

She laughs, boops him on the nose.
“Of course it did, darling. It’s going to be awful losing the
love of my life, I’m sure. I’ll be so wracked with grief… If
only a big, strong man would be there to comfort me. The public will
understand when you step into the light as my new lover. And then
it’ll be just us. I’ll inherit everything from his will, and
you’ll be right there by my side. That’s what you want, Eddy,
right?” 


He laughs, pulling her into her
tighter. “That’s right. I want the world to know me, and I want
all of my power within my reach.”

“Well, I’ve gotten what I
wanted.” Veronica turns to me, her eyes hard, piercing. “Look at
that honey, you did provide for me! And you got your brother
back in the family, just like you wanted. My husband, the
altruist.”

They kiss again, or I think they
did. My vision is blurring over. I turn onto my stomach, pull the
knife out from my chest. I could… No. No, I can’t fight back. I
don’t have anything left in me. I look out to the hazy ocean
outstretched, the soft light from the still rising sun. Look down to
the jagged rocks below, and the deep blue water. I’m not sure if I
crawled out over the edge on my own, or if I was pushed. All my brain
can register is the feeling of freefalling, of entering the water, of
sinking down below.
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“You disgusting pig”. Ronni
comes right up against where I am, seated on the cliffside. Good. “I
told you if you were going to do this, you need to do it behind my
back! What the fuck do you think you’re playing at, sending me a
photo of you with your whore?” 


Naia laughs, her smile huge.
“Actually, I sent the photo!” She jumps up excitedly, walks to
Ronni’s side.

She pivots, stares daggers at Naia.
“Stay the fuck out of it, tramp. This doesn’t concern you.” 


I get up, walk behind Ronni. “And
who does it concern? We’re together. So what. I’m a free agent
after all, right?” 


She pivots to face me, as I pull
Naia into me hard. Ronni looks shocked, scandalized. “If that’s
what you tell yourself, Eddy.” She gets a harder look on her face.
“I guess that means there’s no reason for you to be a part of the
trust then, right? That’s ok. Enjoy your new life with your little
waitress. I’m sure you two will be very happy alone, poor, on this
shitty rock.” 


I curl my fists, shaking. She’s
not going to intimidate me anymore. “I’m tired of being under
your thumb, you wrech! You forced me to go along with your horrible
plan, you wicked woman, and your stupid plan ruined my life! Your
stupid quest for whatever it is, fame? It left me a joke to the
entire world! You left me out to dry and yet you never let me go! I’m
done with it, Ronni. I’m done with you.”

“Well then.” She huffs, steps
back. “Well. Maybe this rock is too good for you. Maybe you should
be rotting away in a prison cell.” I shock upright. Glare at her.
“I mean, that’d make an excellent first episode, right? When the
world hears how disgusting, reprehensible Edgar Penrose killed his
own brother out of anger? Anger at his own failings? And then forced
his way into my life to try and take everything he had? Survivor
stories sell, honey. Maybe they’ll make a movie about my life.
Ending with you in the electric chair.” 


I shake, violently. How dare she.
Act like she’s the victim! Act like she’s better than me! She
thinks she’s got the last laugh. Well, she has another thing
coming. “Naia!” I shout, walking up to Ronni. “Do it, now!”

Naia stands up, leans into Ronni…
and then bowls over. Starts chuckling to herself, then outright
laughing, a full outburst. Hyena like. She looks up to me, tears in
her eyes, her toothy grin wide and predatory. What. What’s going
on? “I can’t believe it!” She starts laughing again, pointing
at me. “You stupid bastard! I can’t believe that you would
actually think that I was going to help you with this!” 


Ronni seems just as confused as I
am. “What did he tell you?” 


She wipes the tears from her face,
shrugging softly. “He wanted me to grab you so you’d be off
balance, and he could throw you off the cliff.” 


“What!” She runs up to me,
slapping against me repeatedly. “You no good lousy piece of shit!”
She turns to Naia, walking up to her. She grabs my shirt, dragging me
over to her too. I’m too dazed to stop myself from following. “And
you! What are you here for then!” I find myself wondering the same
thing. Why did she humor me so long if she was going to pull this?

She laughs again. “You two deserve
each other. You’re two of the dumbest motherfuckers I’ve ever had
the displeasure of knowing. You can’t even tell what’s happening
right in front of your faces. You both just confessed to me that
you’re murderers. Conspiracy, and committed.” 


“Goddamn it!” Ronni shouts from
next to me. Sticking her finger directly into my face. Hisses at me.
“Oh, you’ve really done it now, numbskull! You’ve really ruined
things for yourself, you greedy, lecherous–” 


She cuts in, cackling. “Sorry
Veronica, you’re in it as well. Little canary sang all about you.”


Ronni walked up next to me, hands on
her hips. “Ok miss thang, what do you think you’re going to do
with that info then?” 


She shrugs, putting her phone in her
back pocket. “I could go to the press with it. Ruin the both
of you for life. The rumors would never end. Maybe the police will
finally start digging into you a little more.” She laughs, crossing
her hands behind her back. “Or, I could set up a little bank
account, you could start filling it up, and you’d never have to
hear about me or our little issue again.”

I step towards her, shock starting
to leave me. “You know this was all out of my control! I was only
trying to make right what she set wrong.”

She sneers at me. “Oh please.
You’re still refusing to take any responsibility. Poor Edgar,
everyone always does you wrong. You’re no saint.”

“But baby, what about you and me?
Something more? You wouldn’t want to throw that away, right?” 


She looks back at me, finally, with
disgust in her face. It was like I was an ant, a smear on her shoe.
“Us?” she said, contempt in her voice. “What ever made you
think there was an ‘Us’? Was it the disgusting preening you did
in the literal two times you’ve seen me? Or that smug look on your
face when you thought you found an easy lay? What would ever make you
think I would stoop low enough to give myself to a pathetic, pseudo
incestuos chaser?” 


“I.. I didn’t… You know I
wouldn’t treat you like that. I’m a good man, if you got to
know–”

She laughs again, cutting me off.
“God damn, do you ever stop talking? You’re not the slick conman
you think you are. Master storyteller, the only one who ever believed
it was yourself.” She sneers, siddling right up in front of me.
“You’re too stupid to know what a joke you are to everyone. First
to your dad, then to your sister, then to the world. I see Veronica’s
wearing your ring. Fitting for the real king. Does that make you her
bitch?”

 I… I, I shook, fists clenched.
I’m pathetic? I’m a joke to her? Fuck it. I still need my offer
to the island. I turn my attention to Ronni for a second. Ronni nods
to me. “How about option three. Someone else dies on this rock.” 


I grab Naia by the halter, throw her
to the ground. Ronni sits on her, holding her still, slapping her in
the face. She just cackles at us, mouth open wide, larger than the
rest of her face toothy, horrible. She spits in my direction. “You’ve
got nothing, Edgar! You’re a no one who has nothing, and you have
no way to hurt me!” 


I scream, loudly, into the air. Run
up to her. I know what will wipe that smile off her face. Pick up my
boot, and stomp down right on her smile, hard. I stomp out on her
arms, on her chest, over her awful predatory mouth over and over. 


“Eddy!” Ronni grabs me, pulling
me back. “You did it, it’s over.” I look down at the… at the
mess that was Naia. Her arm is twisted backwards, her chest is caved
in. Her jaw is pressed at a different angle than the rest of her
head. She stares lifelessly up into the air.

I turn to walk down the path, though
the thick fog, when I hear a wheezing from behind me. I turn back
around, the wheezing turning into a thin laugh, then a cackle. “No…
How can…” 


Naia’s corpse sits up, cackling.
Uses her non-twisted arm to grab the bottom of her jaw, and set it
back to where it should be, tongue out, lapping at her own blood at
her fingers. “That was rude.” I feel myself going pale, stepping
backwards as she stands. Flesh rips away from where the break in her
jaw once stood. “To be fair, I was just fucking with you before. I
could care less about you two anymore. But this island, it’s not
done with you. You have a debt to pay.” 
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I hit the cool water with a back
shattering slam. I didn’t even have the good fortune to hit the
rocks, to die quickly. Instead I hit a deep, blue patch of water. I
couldn’t even fight against the water, my energy was gone. Not one
of my limbs would move. I sunk down lower and lower, blood pooling
around me, staining the water red. 


I try to hold my breath the best I
can, but it’s exceedingly difficult when your body is as damaged
and broken as mine now is. I look up at the rising sun, the beams of
light shooting down around me, the red mist overtaking the blue
waters.

I close my eyes, let my last breath
out, wait for the world to seep away from me. And then… A melody
hits me, even underwater as I am. A beautiful, sing-song tune, a hum,
a promise of more, drifts to me. I open my eyes to see a woman, a
beautiful one, face to face. She’s not human, but she’s humanoid.
Long flowing black hair spreads around her in the water, behind large
fins on either side of her face. She blinks, her inner eyelids going
first. She opens her mouth, leans over, suckles at my chest wounds.
Drinking the blood straight out of my body. I can’t do anything to
stop her. I’m shocked I’m even still conscious at this point.
When it seems like she's had her fill, she turns to me, a gigantic
smile on her face, thin needle like teeth poking out from her mouth.
She gives a cheery burst of whalesong, and grabs me tight, holding me
into a deep embrace, rubbing her pearlescent cheek against mine. Her
scales scratch a little. 


In shock, held close to the strange
woman, I look around me. More of the creatures have filtered out of
the crevices of the underwater nook. They’re swirling around,
drinking in the blood that’s pooling out of me. Laughing, singing,
splashing together. Their collective voices ringing out in a song
that pierced into my chest, filled me somehow with both calm and
desire. It was the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen, ever heard,
ever felt. 


The sea-being finishes embracing me,
and then starts to drag me over to an alcove. Hooks her claws into my
arm, pulling me first down, then in, then through a tunnel. A
shimmering, dim light shines through the surface of the water, before
we crest though. The creature drags me up over the shimmering,
water-worn rock, before pounding on my chest, breathing into my
mouth. Is… is she giving me cpr? 


Suddenly, my senses start coming
back to me. My sight stops hazing over, my limbs come back to me. I
can feel how much incredible pain I’m in. I lean over, vomit what
feels like gallons of water out, gasp for air. It tastes incredibly
salty. I try to make it to my feet, but merely collapse back in on
myself. 


The woman, spine bent over slightly,
reaches down, helps me up to my feet. Nestles her head into my
shoulder, helps me stand, keep my balance. She purrs happily,
snuggling into me. Laps softly at the small wounds left from her
claws. When she’s content with my ability to stand with her help,
she starts walking. I have no choice but to move with her, lest I
collapse again on the floor. 


We slowly hobble together, deep into
the cave. Shimmering stalactites dropped around us, dripping gently.
It was like being swallowed by a giant maw. Everything shined and
sparkled. I felt like I was crawling into the heart of an angry
emerald.  


“Where are we going?” The
creature purred as she nestled into me, kept pulling me along the
way. I sigh, breathing in a soft amount of salty, minearlated air.
“Thank you for saving me.” If I was saved at all. I’m still not
convinced I didn’t sink down into hell, and this was just the first
step.

“You’re welcome!” I stop,
nearly stumble into the ground, but she catches me on my fall. I… I
genuinely didn’t expect her to talk back. She stares up at me with
a cheery smile, and before I can respond at all drags me in what
feels like a near sprint the rest of the way there.

We arrive at a grand, giant space.
Pools of water surrounded us on all sides, many like the one we
emerged out of. Low light trickled in from a crack in the wall,
bathing the entire room in an ethereal sheen. It felt like a throne
room, carved entirely from pearl. And at the throne, seated against a
large wall, was an absolute giant. She sat, one knee up, one curled
around on the floor, her arm resting on the knee and held on a large
bone staff. Long dark hair, slick with water and mat to her face,
pooled down to the floor. All that was visible of her face was a
single, white, nearly entirely cataract eye. Her scales were black as
midnight, her claws long and sharp as broadswords. She hunched over
more than half her height, her spine jutted out behind her, vicious
spikes popping from each vertebrae. 


“Child,” the absolute gargantuan
creature spoke, long and weary strain in her voice. “You finally
heard the call. How many years has it been?” 


I shifted, collapsing to my knees in
front of her, no longer supported by the woman who carried me in. She
slunk off to one of the pools to watch. More heads popped up from
each of the bodies of water around me. 


“Finally? What do you mean? How
long have you been here?” 


She laughed darkly, still barely
moving from her spot. “We’ve been calling since you were a young
one, child. Waiting for you to finally come upon us. Your sisters
have been waiting your whole life. I have been waiting centuries.” 


I blanch, looking down, away from
the giant. “You… You’re the witch, aren’t you?” 


She laughs openly, finally moving,
using one of her fingers to lift my head to view her. “I see you’ve
heard my story, child. Tell me, do I live up to the monster from the
tale?” 


I shake, from blood loss, from
exhaustion, from fear. “You asked for your entire family to be
killed for no reason, and became… This.”

Her sad chuckle betrayed a smile
hidden under her typhoon of hair. “Men never understand how to tell
my story. They treat it like a horror story. A monster lurking under
their noses. My tale is one of liberation! My husband, his brother,
their steward. They had me shackled. They all used me for whatever
they wanted, whenever they wanted. I was a thing that existed to
provide for their needs. They brought me on that boat because they
couldn’t bear to see me unmolested for even a moment.” The breath
died in my throat. I shivered, feeling the pulse of hatred in the
slight contraction in her finger. “What I asked of the island
wasn’t revenge. It was freedom. A freedom that my tormentors
could never take from me again. The island never imprisoned me. It
kept me safe, let me build a haven. For all the shackled women of the
world. I am so happy you heard the call, child. For your own freedom.
Are you ready for your desire to be fulfilled?” 


I look away, shiver. My vision is
fading again, everything is a deep gray haze. “I don’t have
anything to give anymore. There’s nothing left to me.” 


She laughs, deep rumbles filling the
room. “That’s because you have already given everything. The
island accepts your sacrifice. There’s nothing left to do but
accept your new family.”

I shake, tears welling in my eyes. I
don’t have any words left to me. I just nod. Slowly, she sits up,
as well as she can. Reaches with her large cane, the sharp piece of
bone. Lifts it up, and pierces right though my heart with it, clean
to the other side of my body.

I sit there, gored, innards dripping
out though my clothes, stained deep crimson at this point. Soon, the
women in the water start emerging, climbing out one by one. Some come
and lap up the last dregs of blood I had in me, some hold me tight,
purring as the one who helped me in did. They start pulling, ripping
at my flesh, gently out from the hole. They slid my clothes off my
body, leaving me bare. Then started stripping my flesh off, like a
baggy ill fitting suit. Sloughing off large sections of my old flesh,
leaving my beautiful, smooth new form in its wake. I don’t know if
it was the nerves being damaged or what they were doing to me, but I
didn’t feel any pain anymore. It tingled, bubbled across me, like I
was made of champaign. 


I felt new organs slide into place.
One girl kissed my neck, then took a large bite out of it, chewing
the sinew of the old flesh away. Kissing the new gills underneath.
They caressed every inch of me that they tore, shredded any part they
nestled into. They ripped my back open, breaking, resetting my spine,
letting it jut out though my new flesh. Curving me over more, letting
me grow into the size and shape I needed. 


The witch pulled her cane out from
me, and I slump, the women surrounding me catching my fall. She
beckons the one who helped me in over, and she pulls my gored, flayed
heart off the end of her cane, hands it to her. She happily, greedily
tucks into it, swallowing it in two hearty bites. She gives me a
huge, angelic smile, walks over, kisses my forehead softly. Reaches
up and tugs, tears my face off my body. It’s like she’s peeling a
mask off me. I reach up, feel those same scales that are on hers,
tears streaking down to my fingers. She hugs me tight, joining the
other women alternately caressing and devouring me. Her soft chest
presses into my equally soft one, an utterly confusing and
enthralling new sensation. She leans in, nuzzling against where my
ear once was. Whispering, quietly, conspiratorially. “Welcome home,
sister.”

Tears stopped flowing, but my smile
never faltered. I felt lighter than water, lighter than air. I smiled
wider than I ever could before, and it wasn’t enough to show all
the joy that welled within me. Warmth radiated into me, from the love
I received, from all the bodies huddled up against me. Finally, I
found where I belonged.
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The horrid corpse of Naia shambled
toward us, cackling. Her bones shifted back into place, making
sickening cracks and snaps as it did. The arm that was twisted back
wrong gave a sickening, horrifying breaking noise, before violently
whipping around to its proper space. Flesh broke anywhere there was a
snap, sinew fraying like loose cords. Ronni lets loose a terrified
shriek, nearly fainting into me. She backs into the wall of rock
behind us, shaking in her boots. 


I turn back to the shambling dead
thing, it’s skin breaking and tearing apart at the seams. Her teeth
started dropping out of her mouth, pressed out by disgusting,
needle-like fangs. Her mouth opened wider than it could possibly ever
go, skin around her lips splitting apart, giving way to a gigantic
gaping slit. She could swallow me whole if she wanted to. Her hair,
slick with blood, clung to her face like a filthy shawl. 


“What the fuck are you!” I
shouted to the beast, watching as more and more of her flesh
decomposed before my eyes. Her clothes, torn, bloody, withheld large
chunks of flesh within them. It never bothered tearing them from its
body, just letting them fall from its body like animal droppings. It
left the creature looking disgusting, malformed, bloated. 


It cackles, reaching up, holding my
head gently in its hands. “It's me!” It gave a parody of a grin
though its chelsea smile. Its voice comes out warbled, deeper,
struggling to get out though the bile and pus. “Naia! I thought you
fantasized about what secrets I was packing. I saw you staring. Is
this exotic enough for you!” It screeches, digging its nails, its
claws, down the sides of my face, leaving deep gashes. I scream in
pain, backing up from it. It opens its impossibly large mouth,
suckling on my blood.

My hand runs up to the sides of my
face, feeling the deep, gashed wounds it left on me. My entire finger
can lay in one of them. “What the fuck are you! Get away from me,
monster! Stay far away from me!” 


It laughs again, the horrible
hyena-like sound coming from the abomination. “But baby! Whatever
happened to you and me! Are you really going to just throw that
away?” It licks over my face, a horrifying parody of affection,
nuzzling into my chest, before taking a huge bite out of my
pectorals. Looking up and spitting it back out into my face.
“Ahahaha!” Mouth wide, black souless eyes bugging from its head,
it cackles right in my face.

I scream in rage pushing it over,
kicking it over and over again. With each slam, though, the beast
just laughs and laughs at me. “Stop it! Stop laughing at me!” It
doesn’t bother to get up off the floor, so I keep wailing on the
horrible thing. Over and over, I kick. It’s like slamming into
rock, trying to push through steel, but it still gives. “I beat you
bloody once! I can just keep doing it until you stop getting up!”

It cackles, horrible, ear piercing.
“And what, dear Edgar, are you going to do about the rest of us?”

Suddenly, I hear Ronni shriek. I
whip my head around to see something has grabbed onto her ankle. She
falls, dragged behind the rock, behind the wall of fog. “No!
Please, no! This isn’t… This isn’t how it was supposed to go!
This wasn’t my plan!” Three, four, six pairs of horrible, scaley,
monstrous arms reach out of the mist, grabbing onto her, dragging her
away, her scream piercing through the air. 


More arms pull up over the
cliffside, claws digging into the rockface. There’s too many of
them to count! I back up, as horrid, shrieking abominations start to
claw their way to me. Slowly encroaching on me, features barely being
made out though the fog edge.

My head swivels around the dark
mist. I see shadowy figures of the monsters, all encroaching on me.
“Please! You have to understand, I didn’t have any part of this!
This was all Ronni! She, she forced me to! Please, I don’t deserve
this!”

I feel one’s hot breath on the
back of the neck. I turn around to swing, smashing it in the face.
But that breaks the trance. Soon all of them are rushing me,
swarming, coating me. I push, I tear, I scrape at them, but more and
more flood out of the fog, surrounding me. One takes a bite out of my
calf, searing pain through my body, buckling me over. After that, it
was over. They descended on me like carrion, sharks smelling chum in
the water. Ripping and devouring me apart. I feel my intestines
sliding out of my body, being unspooled by one of the vile creatures.
The joints in my limbs stretch, pulling them out of their sockets,
tearing the flesh around them.

I can barely see it through my
tears, barely hear it though my screams. But slowly, almost
seductively, the thing that was Naia walks up over to me, tisking
each step of the way. “Poor, stupid Edgar. I’m sorry, master
storyteller, but your yarn is up. Your payment is accepted.” It
pulls its leg up, those statement shoes still holding on, hovering
over my face, holding still. It gives a final, huge, predatory smile,
before slamming it do–

















I sigh, looking up into the sky. The
fog was letting up, finally. The mist receded back into the sea from
which it came. My sisters celebrated, giggling amongst themselves. 


“Hey!” one of my girls, Mira,
whined, pushing against another. “You got the eyes last time! You
know they’re my favorite, Sereia! Aren’t you gonna share?”

Sereia chuckled, booping her on the
face between the eyes. “Excuse me! I didn’t see you holding the
lughead down. You know the rules, your kill, your choice.” 


The two of them squabble for a bit,
but I just shrug. It’s not like it was going to go to anyone but
Mira. Her adorable pouty face with those shimmering violet scales
always won any arguments she could get into. I lean over, ripping the
chain off of what was left of my dear brother’s torso, pulling
clean though a break in his spine. 


I walked over to see what remained
of my poor ex wife. Her bones were already being cleaned through.
Must not have had much meat on those bones. Trying to stay
fashionable for the cameras? Heh. Shame, this would have made a
better special than whatever half baked idea she was planning. I
reach down and pluck the ring off her finger, the knuckle snapping
off with it.

“Naia!” I look back up to see
Hali running over, embracing me, giggling. She’s coated in
Veronica. Such a messy eater! She squeezes me tight, gives me a peck
on the cheek. “You did amazing! Wrangling both of them yourself?
Managing a double kill? You played them like a fiddle.”

I laugh, hugging her back. “I
better have been able to! I spent enough time around them before you
saved me. I should know how they work by now!” I smirk, shuffling
her hair. “Besides, this is far from my first kill.”

Hali laughs, pushing me slightly.
Runs her hand over the small bone spikes running down my back, making
me shiver. “I can still be proud of you, dumdum. It might not have
been your first, but it clearly was your most important, right?”

I sigh, smiling softly. Looking down
at the jewelry in my claws. “No, I don’t think it was. I don’t
need their approval, their respect, their fear. I mean it when I said
they mean nothing to me.” I look into Hali’s beautiful smiling
face, and then to the faces of all my sisters, laughing, feasting,
living. “I have my real family right here. I’m just happy I can
provide for them the way I always wanted to.”

She backs up, smiles at me gently.
“So what are you waiting for! Aren’t you going to eat? You worked
so hard for it. And there’s more than enough to go around!” She
gestures at the two of them, slowly being picked clean. 


I look at the chain softly, rubbing
my thumb over the engraving, the Penrose crest I ran from those years
ago. “Nah.” I turn, letting it and the ring slide out of my hand,
fall into the sea below me, disappear into the mist. “Too rich for
my blood.”
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