Prologue

The river around the island never gave back what it took. That’s why the Penobscot Nation called Ayers Island cursed. From the shore it looked ordinary—granite, pine, and silt pressed into the current—but the water told a different story. It moved beneath ice, carved stone, whispered under roots older than the town itself. Even when it was still, the river was never silent.

In 1774, Joshua Ayer built his mill there. He cut timbers with his own hands, carved a channel to catch the river where it ran hardest. The current funneled tight, dropped fast, slammed the wheel with enough force to grind stone to dust. Millwrights called it a chute. The men who worked it called it the river’s throat—swallowing and spitting in the same breath, never full, never finished.

He didn’t ask permission. He never paused to see who the river already belonged to. The Penobscot still passed in their canoes, paddles slicing the surface, deliberate and watchful. Their warning had been given: the land already had a keeper. Joshua heard only opportunity.

Three years later, in the spring of 1777, his daughter was born. Esther Ayer—fair-haired, quick to laugh, her skin carrying the shimmer of river light. To the settlers she was more than a child. She was proof. A sign their foothold might endure. In a place ruled by fog and frost, she burned like a flare.

She ran barefoot along the banks, filled the air with questions no one could answer, and left voices softer in her wake. Neighbors smiled when she passed. Doors opened. Even the harsh edges of the settlement bent toward her light.

But nothing bright burns forever. What feels unshakable can vanish in a breath. Even joy carries its shadow, close behind.

Joshua didn’t see her fall.

It was early spring, when slabs of ice still cracked downstream with the weight of stone. The chute he’d cut to feed the wheel was jammed, the paddles bucking as the current shoved harder. Joshua braced himself on the wet planks, iron bar in both hands, straining to pry the ice loose before the river tore the works apart.

The scream came sharp and high, gone before it could echo. He looked up. Esther stood on the walkway where no child was meant to be—boards slick with spray, every step a dare. Her dress whipped in the wind, boots dark with water.

Her foot slipped. She pitched forward, arms snatching at air.

Before he could move, the hem of her dress kissed the paddles. The wheel caught it like a hook. Wood and water pulled together, sudden and merciless. For one instant the fabric held, stretched taut, her cry cutting through the spray—then the seam tore, and the river swallowed her.

“Esther!” His voice cracked hard enough to rattle the trees.

He dropped to his knees, plunging his arms in up to the elbows. Ice, stone, water—nothing. He clawed again. And again. His hands bled. His chest pressed to the boards, face inches from the chute, shouting her name like sound alone could pull her back.

The river didn’t answer. It only moved.

He screamed until the cold stole his breath. Until his arms went numb and his knees buckled. There was no body. No dress. No shoes. Only the wheel groaning as it turned again—wet, slow, hungry.

Joshua stayed, staring into the chute as the light shifted and frost melted beneath him. Waiting for something to surface.

Nothing did.

The river had closed its mouth and kept what it had taken.

For days, Joshua did not eat. Did not sleep. No smoke rose from the chimney. The shutters stayed shut, even when the river wind rattled them like bones. Neighbors passed at a distance, hearing only the rasp of a knife on wood—steady, unbroken, the rhythm of a man with nothing left.
Some said the sound carried deeper, echoing from the beams and floorboards, as if the house itself had chosen to mourn with him.

When Joshua finally emerged, he carried her likeness in his arms. Not like a carving, but like a child. Elbows locked, chin bent, holding her as if she might slip away.

It was pine salvaged from a mill beam—river-warped, damp to the core. The carving was precise: curls etched with memory, cheeks smoothed by endless hands. But the eyes were hollow, gouged dark, watching.

Esther was born again.

He fed her scraps. Tucked her under blankets. Rocked her in the dark, whispering apologies no one else could hear. To the town, his grief was madness. To Joshua, it was ritual. And the island received every word of it.

Seasons turned. He polished and whispered. When cracks opened, he carved them smooth, refusing to let her fade.

Some swore he died with the figure in his arms, as if afraid the river might reach into the room and take her again. Others claimed the wood itself bent toward him, hollow eyes watching as he let go of his last breath.

The grief did not leave with him. It stayed in the house. The pine darkened. The eyes deepened. And the silence thickened around it.

The records that came decades later offered a different kind of truth. Esther Ayer lived to ninety-two, married William McPheters, settled on a farm in Veazie. A neat name in a ledger. Ordinary.

But ledgers hold facts, not hauntings. And Ayers Island was never neat.

The island kept its own records—in fog, in silence, in the things people would not say aloud.

People remembered: the scream, the frozen chute, the house gone silent but for the scrape of knife on pine. They remembered the figure Joshua carried from the dark, the hollow eyes that seemed to follow, the laughter some swore drifted across the river fog when no children played.

And then it happened again. Fishermen dropped their nets and didn’t return. Millhands heard voices they couldn’t name. Saw movement where nothing stood. Some went quiet. Some went mad. Those who could speak said only one word.

Lucy.

The stories linger still—inked in ledgers, murmured in kitchens, carried on the river fog. Some written, some whispered, some too strange to claim. Since the earliest warnings, Ayers Island has been marked by one truth.

It takes. And it does not give back what it took.
