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Some say the sight of a killer whale, with its black shroud and ghost-white eye patches can stop an animal’s heart mid-beat. That the sea wolves are agents of the demon Orkus, zealously guarding the mysterious Parish Isle off the southern tip of our Orcas Island.

People whisper these things as if they were fact.

I tell myself they are only stories.

I am scrawling Wednesday, August 14, 1918, on my sketch pad when not forty feet away a queen of the sea pokes her head out of the East Sound and ogles me. My dugout slides back a few yards, sending my pencils clattering.

Terror floods me. My throat cinches shut, my hands slip against the paddle.

It is Shadow, with her gray saddle patch. She bridged the half mile between us frighteningly fast. From weeks spent trying to draw her, I know her to be a behemoth, twice as long as my canoe, with the heft of a six-ton armored tank. Her hide gleams like a piece of the sea itself, sunlight breaking across her back as if on stone.

I jam my sketch pad into my leather satchel, and something else splashes behind me. Another dark shape surfaces, dorsal fin flopped to one side like a cowlick. Shadow’s daughter, Scull.

I grip the sides of the canoe, my feet skidding across my pencils.

Shadow shoots me a baleful look, then slips below the surface.

“Huh…” My breath stumbles out of me. I fumble my paddle, feeling trapped in this mile-wide watery corridor, which sits between the two main legs of Orcas Island.

Koa always said I had a death wish. Everyone knows to keep your canoes out of the sound when the killer whales are roaming, especially in summer when the salmon swarm. But the salmon haven’t come. And out here, away from the grand yet suffocating estate of Nowhere, the island teems with color and life. Life that may wish to devour me.

Paddling furiously, I scramble toward the shore at least a thousand feet away, holding my breath. Scull rolls beside me, porpoising as if to play.

Go back, little one, before your mother tears me apart.

No one comes between a mother and her young.

Still no sign of Shadow. She could surge from the depths at any moment, overturn me, drag me into waters cold enough to freeze my blood. Then it would be over for Lucy Nowhere, before she’d ever stepped a toe into the world.

The ocean begins to tremble, and I look wildly around.

Shadow erupts like a volcano from my other side, a raspy haah thundering from her blowhole. Spray blinds me. My canoe rocks violently, a cork in a tidal wave. Languid and menacing, she glides alongside me, so close my paddle could touch the white scars etched into her flank.

My breath wings in and out, and the sickening memory of the seal head found on the beach two weeks ago churns my stomach. Rumors flew that someone had ventured too close to Parish Isle. That the Orkus had sent its sea-wolf minions to leave the severed head as a warning—stay away, or end up like the cannery worker slain the year I was born.

And here I am alone, dangling myself like a worm on a hook.

“I—I’ve been told I have a head made of cast iron,” I babble. “Might give you indigestion.”

Another loud breath erupts from Shadow’s blowhole, baptizing me with a mist that throws a rainbow in the sky.

“Well, you are magnificent,” I murmur.

My neck has begun to warm. I rub at the spot above my collarbone where the purplish whale-shaped blotch lies hidden beneath my kerchief. The mark of the devil, some call it. It has never flared like this before.

Time stretches thin. Shadow’s flipper rises, ribbons of water cascading down.

I close my eyes, bracing for the blow.

But the touch is gentle—a shove, almost a caress. My canoe glides toward the shore. Scull darts to her mother, bumping her playfully.

A giddy laugh nearly splits me in two. The underworld has measured me—and declined its claim. At least for today.

As my vessel quietly retreats, the stories of my arrival here float to mind. I drifted in on a green canoe, a mysterious baby still with her umbilical cord attached, no clue to my origins.

On a warm summer day a dozen years ago, my six-year-old self tried to board a ferry, hoping to find my parents. A man whom I had come to know as Mr. Dakon Sanders sat me down in a garden that faced the sea. “Lucy, your parents are gone, and they will not be coming back.”

Not quite understanding, I glanced up at his profile with its sharp cheekbones and generous outcropping of a nose. He smelled of cigars and pine needles.

His tongue clucked at my confusion. “They are gone, and that is that. But you are a strong girl. See that tree?” He nodded at a slender evergreen with red bark, a few feet taller than me. “Pacific madrone, one of the most beautiful trees here in the Pacific Northwest. That one’s six years old, just like you. Madrones are resilient. They always find the light, even if it means growing a little crooked. That’s why you’re named Lucy, for ‘light.’ ”

No, I don’t have a death wish.

Maybe I just crave a family. Nowhere is the only home I remember, but it is not my home.
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I leash the canoe to its tree and fill in the details of my drawing of Shadow and Scull. My favorite filly, Oh-Lolly, pulls her head from the bough of fir she is nibbling and blows a raspberry. Though I haven’t even left the island yet, a moment of nostalgia snares my heart.

I pat the piebald’s forelock. “When I leave, I will miss you the most. But maybe Mr. Sanders will let me return one day to visit you.”

And maybe seagulls will fly me in.

Mr. Sanders won’t like the news. Nowhere’s famous shipbuilding patron, my employer, promoted me from kitchen help to research assistant just last year. Now I’m leaving him for the University of Washington. Classes start in two weeks. He’ll call it ingratitude.

I burn the next few hours working color into the picture—blues, greens, even streaks of pink and red. The sun tips overhead when I finish. Time to go. If I hurry, I can catch Mr. Sanders before his afternoon swim.

I swing into the saddle. My tan trousers and flannel shirt— what I call my scouting duds—have dried wrinkled.

I steer through a passageway of hemlock and Douglas fir up the east leg of the island. Each squelch of the gravel—the round kind imported from the mainland that won’t cut the horses’ feet—is like a tsk of the tongue.

At least the weather today is balmy, the sun admiring itself in the leaf-shaped Cascade Lake stretching alongside us. Summers in Nowhere last only long enough to give a peek at what could be, before fog and gloom snatch it all away again.

Will Mr. Sanders send me off right away? He never lets sentiment get in the way of business. You don’t get to rule the lion’s share of the island without a certain ruthlessness. I grip the reins tighter. I must be ready.

My own heart jumps as another horse clops toward us. Oh-Lolly, who has already smelled Goliath, the great black stallion, and his rider, Koa Kāne, continues at her fast clip.

I feign the same indifference as my filly, though the sight of Koa, looking sharp in his tan cavalry-style uniform, chases a thrill through me. “Scaring the residents. Is that what you Rifles do?”

Koa pushes up his cowboy hat, his expression grumpier than usual. His thick hair is tied back, a curl brushing the nape of his neck before vanishing into his crisp jacket. Riding trousers and polished boots give him command even astride a horse. A short rifle is strapped to his back. All Mr. Sanders’s watch guards wear them, to deter not just the wild boars, but also the smugglers and rumrunners.

“You took a canoe. I saw you from Crow Point.”

I toss my dark braid behind me, covering a stab of unease. Why did his rounds take him to the southern border, where there’s nothing to patrol but seals?

“With the sea wolves,” he adds in his soft voice, with its natural growl that can both soothe horses and stop a wild boar in its tracks.

“But I got my picture.” I grin and pat my satchel, which Koa gave me yesterday for my birthday. The nurse said I couldn’t have been more than twenty-four hours old when I floated in, and so that day was designated my birthday: August 13.

Koa doesn’t smile back. He and I grew up as close as butter and jam, but lately it is hard to be easy with him.

“Mr. Sanders wanted the sea wolves the most,” I say, remembering how he pressed a new sketch pad into my hand. The sea wolves will not come to you. You must go to them. But only when you are ready. I’ve only done half the drawings for Wilds of Orcas Island, his book project, but perhaps with this offering I will have his blessing to leave.

“Your recklessness is going to get you killed.” Square in his saddle, even angry, he is as handsome as a summer sunset, always making the girls blush when he passes. I know he’s fooled around with a couple of them, but he doesn’t tell me about all that anymore.

“I’m sorry,” I lie. “I’ll try to be more careful next time.”

“Next time?” He snatches at a fly, then casts it away. “Unless you’re on a big boat with an engine, stay out of the water.” A frown mars his cheek, and I sense I’m not the only thing troubling him.

“What’s wrong?”

He clamps his gaze to the curved road ahead of us. “We found a seal’s head on Crow Beach a couple of nights ago.”

A cool breeze skims my shoulders. So that’s why he was patrolling Crow Point. “Second one in two weeks,” I murmur.

When the first one was found on the day of the Salmon Smokeout, a Nowhere tradition held the first day of August, the crowd, already dispirited by the lack of salmon, broke apart even before Cookie’s pie was served. Severed seal heads had appeared mysteriously on the beaches of Orcas Island before, but never on Nowhere. Whispers spread fast. They never looked into that case, did they now? and It’s that demon that done in the Can Man. Sprinkle your homes with holy water.

“The cut was clean and curved around the head. That rules out an axe or a saw.” Koa’s face hardens, his shark’s-tooth nose twitching. He rubs the flat gold nugget at his throat like a worry stone. “I looked for the body. Didn’t find one.”

“So it wasn’t the sea wolves.”

“Some won’t see it that way. It’s goddamned unnatural.”

“Don’t tell me you believe in the Orkus.” With solid land underfoot, my tone is cavalier.

Koa’s light brown eyes darken, and he glances up toward Mount Consternation, looming like a phantom. They say the Orkus, half eagle and half fish, feeds there. The highest point on all of Orcas Island—not just the eastern leg—is cut up with ravines so deep, they’re said to have never seen sunlight or color. “You better not mention that. It can get you axed.”

I snort. Mr. Sanders forbids mentioning the Orkus on pain of banishment. Such rumors only breed hysteria and slow progress, he says. He even cleared a path to the summit so all could access the “enlightened” 360-degree view of all the land masses in the San Juan Island chain.

“There’s no one here but us”—I glance at the hills unfolding around the lake—“and I’m leaving soon anyway. The sea wolves were my last drawing.”

His frown deepens. He pulls off a leather glove and works at his neck.

Koa knows of my longing to leave. He and his father, God rest him, came from the Hawaiian Islands when he was seven. He has been my rock over the years. “You have a pretty sweet life here: You can do what you love, go where you want, when you want. Who will look after you in Seattle?”

“I will,” I shoot back. The thought of being in a big city, alone, terrifies me. But I won’t tell him. He’d only do something ridiculous—like follow me. Koa was just promoted to head of the six-man watch guard, the Rifles, after the old head guard unexpectedly stepped down. Soon he will have his own house on Mr. Sanders’s thousand-acre estate. Mr. Sanders allows his chief employees to keep those homes as long as they live.

He grunts. “You just swam with sea wolves. What’s next? Running with boars?”

I chew my bottom lip. How do I explain to Koa that this fish outgrew its pond long ago? He loves this island, but for me, Nowhere only echoes with unanswered questions: Where did I come from? Who put me in the canoe? Why did Mr. Sanders take in a strange baby instead of sending me to the nearest orphanage? I’m grateful, of course. But Mr. Sanders never cared to raise me as a daughter. He barely spoke to me until last year. It’s time to widen my view of the world—and myself.

“It won’t be forever,” I say more gently, stifling the urge to touch him.

He scowls.

I lied to Oh-Lolly. It is Koa whom I will miss most when I leave.

Soon the three-story mansion, or “big house,” rises before us, a work of fine craftsmanship painted the white of overcast clouds. Mr. Sanders designed it to resemble an ocean liner, arched porticos wrapping the upper floors, crisp marine flags snapping from the copper roof.

An avalanche of sound pours forth from the plate-glass windows, low rumbles growing to a chorus of triumphant notes. Mr. Sanders plays his 1,972-pipe Aeolian organ at full volume only when there are visitors.

I glance at Koa. He knows at all times who’s visiting.

The organ music cuts off.

“Nash is here.” Koa doesn’t bother to hide his irritation. He tucks his gold pendant back under his shirt. “He arrived this morning.”

“He’s early.” Mr. Sanders’s nephew, whom Koa considers a presumptuous city rat, isn’t due until the Gatheround fête ten days from now.

The last time I saw Nash was at Daniel’s funeral one year ago. The summer before that, he had stolen a kiss from me on the tennis court. I’d thought him hurt, bent close—and then his arm pulled me down to the clay. I didn’t know you cared, he’d murmured, lips brushing mine.

I feel Koa’s attention on me, though he’s frowning down a path leading to Viridian House. Mr. Sanders built it for his sister, Viridian Sanders-Byre: his only sibling and Nash’s late mother. “He comes and goes when he wants,” Koa grumbles.

I never told him about the kiss, and I especially didn’t tell him I’d kissed Nash back. Nash had let out a surprised grunt, pulling me closer, and I’d tasted something sweet and deliciously unfamiliar. Eventually, I’d recovered my senses.

Electric lampposts alternate with cedar trees up a paved driveway. Cookie says we should revere the sacred wood, but those sentries with their drooping branches always look ready to grab whoever walks under them. At least they will be trimmed for the Gatheround. Wealthy people like to get photographed when they donate money, and so even the trees must look their best.

The front door bursts open. Shimmelfen, the valet, staggers out, his slick hair broken into unruly waves, his frowning mouth hanging open in outrage. He blinks in the sun’s glare.

Mr. Sanders, in his blue-and-white striped swimming suit, follows closely behind. “Ah, there you are, Koa. Perfect timing. Shimmelfen here is just on his way out,” Mr. Sanders says pleasantly, though there is iron beneath his words. “Permanently. See him to the ferry for me, will you?”

The society sheets often refer to Mr. Sanders, a smallish man with a big personality, as “the handsome widower,” remarking on his steely gaze, full lips, and silvery blond hair. They aren’t privy to his quirks, like that he often wears his swimsuit around the house in preparation for his daily dip, or that he can cycle from jovial to angry in the blink of an eye.

Koa slides from Goliath and clamps Shimmelfen’s arm, steadying and warning at once. “Shall we?”

Shimmelfen’s tongue flicks, his face swelling in indignation like a popover beneath his stiff collar. “But you misunderstand, sir! I was simply borrowing the funds for a good cause. I was planning to pay it all back.”

Mr. Sanders plants his fists into his hips. “I don’t give loans. Gambling ruins lives. Ruin your own if you must, but don’t take anyone else with you.”

“But I haven’t packed my things! I haven’t got any money!”

“We’ll send your atrocious knife collection to your mother’s house, though it’s more than you deserve.” Mr. Sanders notices me dismounting from Oh-Lolly. “Oh, hello, Lucy. Don’t I treat my employees well here?”

“Yes, sir,” I reply quietly, hoping to slip away as fast as possible.

Shimmelfen glares at me. I’ve never much liked the man, who has always used flattery and his good looks to his advantage. And he has a temper. He once threw a stool after losing an exotic pocketknife in a game of eights.

“Good food, premium living quarters, reasonable hours, not to mention twice the going wages for all the staff. Generous, am I not?” Mr. Sanders is still talking to me.

“Yes, you are generous, sir.” I begin to sweat, feeling that this double-edged sword may come back to stab me.

Several of the staff are peeking out the doorway behind Mr. Sanders.

“And do you think a man who has stolen five hundred dollars from such a generous employer can be trusted?” he continues.

I cough at the sum. All eyes swing to me, Shimmelfen’s gaze as heavy as a felled tree. Koa gives Shimmelfen’s arm a shake.

“Well, my dear?” says Mr. Sanders. “There is nothing to fear. Can Shimmelfen be trusted?”

I stare at Shimmelfen’s gleaming patent leather shoes, which will not travel well. “I suppose not, sir.”

“Take him away, Koa, before he misses the ferry,” orders Mr. Sanders, making a sweeping gesture at Shimmelfen. “And if I ever catch you stepping foot on Nowhere again, you will be laid out on the fish-drying racks for the vultures.”

“It isn’t right!” Shimmelfen cries as Koa hauls him away. “It isn’t fair! After all my years—”

His protests fade. The staff vanishes back inside and a groom takes away the horses, leaving Mr. Sanders and me alone. My benefactor glances at my satchel, his manner easy once again. “Draw some good pictures, did you?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Bring them up after lunch. Nash is waiting.”

He ducks back through the doorway.

I pace the driveway, still rattled by Shimmelfen’s sudden ruin. Though I have no love for Shimmelfen, my small role in his departure leaves a bad taste. I can hardly tell Mr. Sanders of my plans now—not unless I want to join the valet on that ferry. Then again, perhaps the sting of Shimmelfen’s crime will make my own betrayal feel more like a poke.

I round the house to the east servant’s door, stomach high in my throat. I duck into the staff meal hall. If I am thrown out, I should at least have a full belly.

The dismissal has already reached the meal hall. Six staff still linger at the long table. “You just never know about people,” grumbles our husky head footman, Yates. It is unclear if he is talking about Mr. Sanders or about Shimmelfen, with whom he and the butler regularly played pinochle.

“I’m sorry to see him go,” says Dora Flaherty, her lilt as stubborn as the curls springing from her tightly tied kerchief. The valet captured the attentions of many of the younger female staff, and Dora most of all. “And before the Gatheround, too.”

The footman waves a butter knife stuck with a small potato in my direction. “She was there. Mr. Sanders asked her whether Shimmelfen could be trusted.”

Dora’s green eyes fix on me, sharp as poison. My promotion forced her to do her share of the dirty work, and she still holds it against me. “Did he now? What did you say?”

“I said no,” I reply, annoyed again at Mr. Sanders for putting me in this position. “Would you trust someone who stole five hundred dollars?”

No one answers that.

Dora presses her finger to a crumb and brings it to her mouth. “Daddy cares so much about your opinion, doesn’t he now?”

The words press a sore spot. I’ve wondered if Mr. Sanders might be my father—but I don’t want her to know that.

“It’s almost like you threw a spell on him, so it is,” my nemesis continues, watching me carefully.

“Witchcraft,” snickers a trout-mouthed housemaid, and eyes travel to my loosened kerchief.

I fidget with it, a dead giveaway that they have gotten to me.

When I was growing up, kids said my mark meant something rotten had grown inside me, and they cut a wide path around me, like I was a mushroom that could be poisonous. I grew accustomed to hiding the mark to make everyone more comfortable.

Losing any appetite I might have had, I head for the exit. My head has begun to throb. Soon I will leave all this pettiness behind.

“I wouldn’t trust someone who nicked five hundred dollars from me,” says a small voice with the same accent as Dora’s. A fine-boned young woman with a freckled complexion floats a smile in my direction. Flossie replaced me in the kitchen after my promotion and has no love for Dora either.

I give her a grateful nod, then leave.

A too-plush carpet runner slows my progress up the servant staircase. This house does not allow you to hurry, even if you want to.

The room I share with Cookie, the head cook, is simply furnished, with sturdy beds—hers covered with a white-and-red Lummi blanket made of wool and fireweed fluff—and a shared armoire.

I peel off my scouting duds. In our small washroom I scrub my face and redo my braid, careful not to look at the mirror.

When I was a little girl, I told Cookie I had Lummi ancestry like her because of my golden skin and brown eyes. Many on Orcas Island are of mixed ancestry, owing to unions between Indigenous women and white settlers. But Cookie said my footsteps were too aimless to be Lummi, and, Stare in that mirror too long and it will swallow you. Maybe she was just cross that day.

I’ve had a whole lifetime to ponder who my parents are, why they left me here, and which one of them saddled me with this strange mark. But it is time to stop looking back and instead choose the direction I am headed.

Though I am tempted to put off telling Mr. Sanders of my plans for another day, I can’t. Birds that don’t fledge when the instinct calls them can never survive on their own. If I don’t jump now, I will be stuck in this conifer jungle forever.
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Dressed in my gray serving dress and neck kerchief, I descend to the business floor on the second level, a leather portfolio with my latest sketches under my arm. At a round balcony with a dizzying view of the circular reception room and domed ceiling, I catch my breath, which has suddenly become shallow. Courage, you jellyfish. You’ve gotten close enough to feel a sea wolf’s moist exhalation on your face. Surely you can handle telling Mr. Sanders your news.

Mahogany panels darkened with age rise up all around, perfectly joined, every seam hidden. Mr. Sanders built his mansion with the same obsessive attention to detail as his famous oceangoing vessels. Behind me, nautical lamps spotlight a ferocious mounted display of hooked-beak salmon. The scent of cedar lingers. Daniel’s coffin smelled like cedar too, but not enough to hide the scent of death.

I follow a scarlet carpet to the offices at the back of the house. Mr. Sanders wanted to work where the view of the East Sound would be most spectacular.

Through the heavy door, I hear raised voices from inside Mr. Sanders’s office. I pause, my portfolio clutched to my chest.

“—proving yourself a man. You’re just proving yourself a fool and a coward, like your goddamned dice-rolling donkey sack of a father. I will never understand what your mother saw in him.”

Now who is Mr. Sanders dressing down? It could as easily be a servant as one of his two most valuable employees, whom he refers to as his Brain Trust. If ever there were a worst time to tell Mr. Sanders of my decision, this would be it.

A male voice answers, and then there is the crash of something heavy, perhaps a chair.

“Escape?” Mr. Sanders spits out the word. “There is no escape. There is only running into yourself, you idiot. So run, run as fast as you can.”

The door is flung open so fast, I feel the air suck me forward, and I am forced to step back.

Nash stands in the door frame, dark blond hair wild around his head. Daniel’s death seems to have put edges on his cheeks, added depth to his tobacco-brown eyes. He is as hard to look away from as an incoming storm.

I feel myself blush and nod deferentially. “Mr. Sanders-Byre.”

He hates when I call him that, but it is only proper, especially now that we are no longer children.

He blinks. Perhaps his rage has momentarily blinded him. But as his eyes focus, his anger turns to surprise. “Lucy.” His gaze falls to my mouth. Is he remembering our brush on the tennis court? Straightening, he rocks back on the heels of his polished wing tip shoes, as if caught between staying and going. But with a glance back at his uncle, his expression clouds. He blows past me.

“Lucy, is that you? Come in,” barks Mr. Sanders.

Casting off thoughts of Nash, I approach the mahogany desk, where Mr. Sanders has taken up the newspaper, disregarding an overturned guest chair.

Afternoon light floods the room from the Belgian glass windows, where a sweeping view of a Japanese garden meets a restless sea beyond. The big house grips its fishhook of rock halfway up the sound, built on money whose origins people love to guess at but never truly know. Breathing out my nerves, I traverse the basket parquet floor that took craftsmen years to lay, and set the portfolio before him. Then I return the chair to its position in front of the desk.

Mr. Sanders lowers his newspaper. At least he has covered the swimsuit with his terry-cloth robe. His favorite hat, with its pinched top and short brim, crowns his head. He is careless with how he wears it, and it has developed the lopsided appearance of a cooked oyster.

On the back side of his newspaper, an ad in bold type reads: WOMEN, we need you! Doctors, nurses, ambulance drivers, veterinarians, apply to St. Christopher’s…

“What do you know. Pershing’s boys went over the top, right into those German trenches,” he mutters. His argument with Nash has not left any marks. “Got the Huns right as they were digging into their sauerkraut. Serves them right.” He folds his paper, anger twitching his brow as he gazes at an oil portrait of his late wife and only son on the wall.

“Yes, sir.” The sight of Daniel, his brown curls combed unnaturally straight, squeezes my heart with two fists. His mirthful eyes are held wide, as if he’s been caught in the middle of a flinch contest. Koa was my protector outside in the world, but it was Daniel whose cheerful presence made life inside the big house bearable.

After Daniel’s death in the Great War last year, Mr. Sanders bore his tremendous guilt by immersing himself in his pet project, Wilds of Orcas Island. Daniel’s death has reminded me of my purpose here, he told me as I stood in this very spot. I wanted to understand the sea wolves, and I got a little lost on my way.

It was a rare glimpse of the man beneath his impenetrable surface, and it caught me at a time when the island had become unbearably dark.

Take Daniel’s clothes if you want. Scouting can be dirty work.

“Messy business with Shimmelfen, but examples must be made,” he says gruffly, interrupting my memory. “Gambling broke my poor sister Viridian’s heart, you know?”

I murmur an assent, though it embarrasses me to admit I’ve listened to such gossip. Viridian Sanders-Byre is said to have suffered a stroke after learning her husband had gambled away the fortune she had earned with her glove-making empire.

“Easy money brings nothing but hardship. Perhaps it’s my fault for paying him too much. Still, I was right to dismiss him. Leadership means listening to yourself, not sparing feelings. Now—let’s see what you’ve brought me.”

I brace myself as he shuffles through the drawings, waiting for him to reach the last.

“This blue heron is lovely. It should have its own page. I tell you, Lucy: once we’re finished, this book will be one for the ages, the first comprehensive study of our piece of the world.” He taps the blank page of an open book—a prototype of the Wilds of Orcas Island. In it, both typed and handwritten entries have been divided into animals, plants, and fungi. He has already reached page 250. “Where there is art, there is enlightenment.” His voice has regained its hale swagger. It is a voice that always has a plan.

“Yes, sir.”

“Oho! That’s a healthy island marble caterpillar on its way to becoming a beautiful butterfly.” Mr. Sanders holds up a sketch of a two-inch specimen with yellow stripes and black dots. I also used pinks and purples to capture its iridescence. “Very rare. Biggest threats are the ignoramuses pulling up the field mustards. Don’t know a good thing when they see it.”

I stare at my polished oxfords. Perhaps he will think I am an ignoramus who doesn’t know a good thing when she sees it, once he hears about my plan to go to the university. But my mind is set.

He flips to the last sketch. The sea wolves.

His gaze screws tighter and his nostrils flare.

Is he displeased with my work? My toes grip the floor.

Setting the sketch down, his eyes dip to my neck kerchief. “This is stunning. Those scars. However did you…?”

I slowly relinquish my breath. “I was lucky to experience a close view. They were… playful.”

“You don’t say,” he murmurs. I brace myself to be chastised for the second time, but his gaze grows distant, softer. “You’re eighteen now, aren’t you?” To my surprise, his eyes mist.

“As of yesterday.”

Surely that alone cannot move him. He dabs his nose with a handkerchief. “Well, it is marvelous. Maybe even better than the murrelet’s nest.”

“Thank you.” I allow myself a moment to soak in the praise. Until now, finding the marbled murrelet’s nest had been my single greatest accomplishment as research assistant. During mating season, the elusive diving seabirds change their color from black to brown with white speckles to blend in with the trees—and are impossible to find. But I did it. It took weeks of patience and a dose of luck observing which direction they flew after feeding. I nearly broke my neck climbing an old Douglas fir, where I found a single egg resting on a mossy platform.

“You see, Lucy, the sea wolves aren’t agents of some fictitious demon. Why would they be? They’re at the top of the ladder, a divine species with no one to fear and therefore no one to answer to.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Cats, on the other hand—they are truly out to get us.”

I chuckle. Mr. Sanders’s dislike of house cats is well-known. I hurry out my prepared words while he is in an appreciative mood. “So now that I’ve drawn the sea wolves…”

He cocks an ear, suddenly alert.

I will my voice not to shake. “I am grateful for all you’ve given me, but I will be attending the University of Washington. Classes start in two weeks.”

His animated features settle into something cool and unrevealing, all traces of emotion removed. He fingers an ornate guillotine cigar-cutter, a gift from the king of Greece. “They accepted… you?”

Pinpricks of heat bloom across my face. True, I am a girl with no known parentage and only an island schoolhouse education. But with the men off to war, the schoolmistress told me I had a shot, and she was right. “I thought you might be pleased to hear of my desire to pursue higher learning.”

“I thought you enjoyed your work here. We make a great team.”

A team? The word jolts me. “I do enjoy it. But I—”

His gaze grows heavier.

“I want to see a palm tree.”

“A palm what?” He drops the cigar-cutter and grips the sides of his oyster hat as if trying to keep his brain from exploding. “Of all the…” He throws down his hat, and his hair sticks up like ruffled feathers. “You’re certainly not going to find one at the university.”

“No, but it gets me closer. I would like to continue studying the natural world. Just not here.”

I bite my tongue as his face grows redder. Your recklessness is going to get you killed, Koa said. If not killed, at least thrown off the island. I cannot go insulting Mr. Sanders’s kingdom. My mind flits to my satchel, in which I’ve packed all my necessities: a wool sweater, a change of clothes, tooth powder and toothbrush, a warm hat, gloves, pencils and sketch pad, and my purse of a hundred dollars—all my savings.

At last, Mr. Sanders leans back, stacking my sketches into a neat pile. “I’m sorry, but university is hardly the place for someone like you.”

A streak of anger runs through me. Koa doubted my judgment but never my mind.

“Oho, before you get your socks in a knot, I know you’re more than capable. You were the one who solved my nickel trick. Neither Danny nor Nash could do it. Remember?”

I nod. Of course I remember. He’d held out both fists, asking where the nickel was. The boys guessed wrong every time. When it came to me, I saw the flaw: Whichever fist they chose, Sanders revealed the coin in the other.

You have two nickels, I’d said.

He’d grinned, pressed both into my palm. Success is the sum of details. Don’t overlook them, he’d said.

Shaking free of the memory, I tell Mr. Sanders simply, “I remember.”

“All I meant is…” His gaze drifts up to a glass-bottomed boat lamp, then back to me, grave. “Your father would not want you to go to university just yet. You’re only eighteen. Same age as he was when he began to… understand.”

I gape. “Understand what? And I thought you didn’t know my father.”

“Yes, I knew him.” His anchor-gray eyebrows pinch with some private ache.

“Knew him? When did you know him? Wh-what about my mother? Why did you never say anything?” The questions stutter out. Withholding such news from a child is one thing, but I haven’t been a child for a while. Didn’t he just say we made a great team? My neck begins to steam under my kerchief.

“Wasn’t the right time. I knew him before you came along.”

My breath gusts out. “You’ve kept me in the dark all these years.”

His eyes flash at my bitter tone. “I am on the verge of discovering an important truth about how he died. If you want to know more, you will have to stay put a little while longer.”

So he is dead. The news drops the floor from the room. “When did he die?” If there is a chance I could’ve known him—

He says nothing.

“And my mother? Is she alive?”

“I don’t know who she is, but I expect not. Else she would’ve made contact by now.”

“Have you been keeping me a prisoner?” My stomach loops at my boldness. I grip the top edge of the guest chair, tempted to overturn it again myself.

“Prisoner?” he scoffs. “Indeed.” Leaning on a forearm, he seals his lips over his square teeth and narrows his eyes. It’s the way he looked when Standard Oil refused to install a diesel station on our island and he vowed to start his own oil company, if only to grind them out of business. “You are looking for answers, but beware. Too much knowledge can be a very dangerous thing.”
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I hurry out of Mr. Sanders’s office, feeling like I’ve been pulled underwater, gasping for air. How could he withhold information like this, all these years? I should be grateful for his charity, but what sort of man denies a girl her past? Just as I’ve chosen to step forward, he yanks the ground from beneath me.

A scream builds in my throat, but there’s nowhere to loose it. Blind with anger, I nearly collide with a figure in the hall.

Mrs. Bonefat, our strict housekeeper, grabs me with her claw-like fingers. “Mind your step, girl.” A silver streak jags through the front of her dark hair, which is swept into a bun. With her dark skirts that somehow never make a sound, she makes it her business to know everything that goes on in this house.

“Excuse me,” I murmur. The scent of lilac perfume disorients me for a moment. Mrs. Bonefat never wears perfume. Her elegant face is usually pinched into the glare of a hunting osprey, though I have once glimpsed a portrait of a kitten in her quarters. I am surprised to see her cheeks touched up with a bit of rouge.

Freeing myself of her, I decide not to return to my chambers and plunge down the servants’ staircase. The walls seem to be collapsing in on me. When I at last reach the east door, I am drenched and panting. Drawing in cooling air, I cross the street to Chapel Hill, so named for the church. It is the highest building on the estate, and so the closest to God.

The path switches back several times to cut the steepness. How long must I wait until Mr. Sanders tells me what I want to know? He is not God and should not play him. I could leave anyway. Discover what lies beyond these islands with my own eyes, like I planned.

Your father would not want you to go to university just yet.

With my fire lit, I hardly feel winded by the time I reach the top of the hill. Worker residences dot the adjacent slope down to the shoreline, where dockworkers unload cargo from ships. The departing ferry carves a frothy tail in the water. Beyond that, the opposite shore looks leagues away, though it is only about a mile across.

Past the courtyard fountain of pouring jugs, our parish priest stands with his back to me, gazing up at a ladder braced against the front of the simple chapel. On the roof, looking down, Jeddah Nacht, the fisherman’s lanky son, is in the middle of painting the bell tower white. He should be out with his father. Maybe he is working off a penance.

“You’ll need to put your shoulder into it,” Father Pinnyhorne calls up, his clear voice testier than usual. “Heaven has no use for slothful men. This is not a holiday.”

“Yes, Father.” With his close-shaven blond hair, Jeddah puts me in mind of a lemon. His tight eyes drift down and catch mine.

The priest wheels about. “Lucy,” he calls. His black saturno hat, its brim wide and round like the rings of the planet Saturn, casts generous shade over his face. He wears it every day, even though most of the year is overcast. His white dog collar has been loosened, and his minister’s coat hangs on a branch.

“Hello, Father. Do you have a moment?”

“Of course.” The priest dusts off his work gloves and drapes them over his green wheelbarrow.

I’m about to follow the priest through the open double doors when grit patters onto my head from Jeddah’s ladder. I yelp, knowing he loosed it on purpose.

“Jeddah!” The priest backtracks and looks up, likely thinking the dirt was meant for him. I know better. As kids, Jeddah called me a mudworm—so foul, he said, even my parents didn’t want me. After weeks of torment, I finally sketched him with ears like sails and teeth like gravestones, pinning it to the school bulletin board for all to see. That silenced him, but his hostility only sank deeper, like a horseshoe swallowed in mud, never to be pulled free.

“Sorry, Father,” Jeddah calls down, but as the priest ducks back into the chapel, Jeddah grins down at me. I am sorely tempted to pull the rope just inside the entrance and ring the bell into that dingbat’s head.

The cool stone tiles and white walls soothe my temper, and I follow the priest to a small confession booth at one side of the nave.

Father Pinnyhorne’s black hat swivels. “I shouldn’t have yelled at him, but this day has gotten away from me,” he mutters, and I get the feeling he’s talking more to himself than me. “After those two seal heads, our congregation is stirred up. I have been needing to plant those roses, but my entire day will be spent on house blessings.”

“I’m sorry, I should come back.”

I can see his embarrassment even beneath the brown-red clouds of his facial hair. “Forgive me, Lucy—of course not.” He crosses himself. “It is I who needs to learn patience. Please.” He gestures toward the confessional.

We take our places, him squeezing his tall frame into one side of the screen, me in the other. Anonymous confessions are impractical for obvious reasons, but we try to maintain a pretense. He recites his litany, and in the small, dark space I can feel my anger return to me. I’ve certainly put many complaints into this talk box over the years. Perhaps I’d be a better person if I’d had parents.

“I feel like doing something… violent,” I blurt out, regretting my choice of words immediately.

“All souls struggle with dark impulses. But beware of that root sin: anger. It’s always waiting to trip us up,” he says mildly. “So what is the cause today?”

“Sometimes I feel like I’m a prisoner.”

“And who is your jailer?”

I inhale the scent of lemon furniture oil and candles, sick at the thought of casting Mr. Sanders in a bad light. Will it come back to haunt me? It is a sin for a priest to betray the confidences of his flock. Yet while the priest might answer to God, Mr. Sanders is next in line. Best to be vague. “Those who keep secrets from me. Secrets about my parents.”

Father Pinnyhorne sucks in his breath, and it occurs to me that perhaps he knows more about this situation than I assumed. He is the bearer of all confidences. I wiggle around on the hard bench, wishing for a soft cushion. Perhaps the hard seat is part of the penance.

Gently, the priest asks, “Do you think that perhaps there is a good reason for such secrets?”

“Is there a good reason to keep children from their parents their entire childhood?” I ask bitterly. “Even after I gave him exactly what he wanted?”

“What’s that?”

“A close-up illustration of the sea wolves,” I say, feeling a wicked sense of satisfaction that I’ve managed to reveal Mr. Sanders without saying his name.

“Sea wolves. That seems risky.”

“It was. But… I felt a strange kinship to them. It was almost like they understood what I said,” I say with a shaky laugh.

“You talked to the sea wolves?” he asks carefully, as if to hide his astonishment.

“I know it sounds loony.”

His shadow sits very still behind the screen. “Perhaps you can ask for a time frame for when he will tell you the truth,” he suggests, fully aware of who we mean.

“He said he’s ‘on the verge of discovering an important truth’ about how my father died,” I sniff. “Sounds more like a dismissal to me.”

A long moment passes in which I can’t help worrying that the priest is having his own conversation with God about my impertinence. But at last he says, “I encourage you to reflect on all the goodness he has shown you over the years. Perhaps it will lessen the sting of what you believe to be a betrayal while the truth sorts itself out.”

My spine bumps against the hard booth. I don’t see anything good about years of wondering, or years of loss.

He recites a prayer of absolution. “For your penance, follow me.”

In the garden, he hands me a shovel. “While I go a-visiting, I invite you to dig a trench for the new snowball rosebushes.” He nods to a line of potted plants. A smile twitches his beard; then the priest rolls his wheelbarrow away.



The twenty-one gravestones of the cemetery, which count as residents Mr. Sanders’s wife, his son, and Koa’s father, stain the grass with long shadows by the time I finish digging a trench that would make even our gravediggers nod in approval. The clock below the freshly painted bell tower reads nearly six o’clock. At the courtyard fountain, I dip my dusty hands.

Jeddah climbs down at last, his spidery limbs unfolding. I’d nearly forgotten him. My stomach growls, empty from missing both lunch and dinner.

He stands before me, trousers sagging, rough work shirt stained with sweat. “What were you in the box for?”

“The only box you should be concerned about is the one you’ll be buried in.”

His gaze hardens, but then he shrugs. “You know, I was thinking about going to the university too.” He had been painting the schoolhouse for a penance when I told the schoolmistress about my acceptance.

“You?” I don’t bother hiding my astonishment. Everyone expects him to take up his father’s trade. “What would you study?”

“I haven’t decided. Not fishing.” For a moment his face loses its hard edges, and his squinty eyes take on a faraway look.

“It’s too late. The deadline has passed.” I’m not sure if this is true, but the thought of Jeddah following me to the university puts a stone in my boot.

“Mr. Sanders could get me in.”

I snort. “You clearly don’t know him very well.”

A memory trickles in. Not long after the tennis court incident, Daniel and Nash went with me to pick raspberries at Jawbone Beach, though for them it was more a competition to see who could get more. Mr. Sanders emerged from the ocean after his daily swim, and he and Daniel got into a row. Nash and I kept our distance, but it was impossible not to overhear.

“What does it matter?” Daniel muttered. “It’s not as if they’d refuse the son of Dakon Sanders.”

“That’s hardly the point!” Sanders’s face flushed crimson. “Your mother would hang her head in shame at the soft-bellied oaf you’ve become. Can’t even mail your goddamned application. Life is not all yacht parties and berry picking.” He slapped Daniel’s basket, sending the berries spilling into the rough sand. “Maybe I made it too easy. You’ve no gumption, no notion of sacrifice.”

Not long after the row, Daniel enlisted.

“You think you’re so special because he lets you draw pictures.” Jeddah’s surly voice breaks through my thoughts. He steps closer, shoulders straining against his shirt. The once puny boy now stands a head taller than me. “We’re more alike than you think.” He points a paint-dabbed finger to my kerchief, then taps the three raised scars on his cheek. “Both marked for life.” A childhood accident with his father’s treble fishing hook had left a permanent white hen scratch. “Stuck on an island full of nobodies. I saw you pacing the driveway from the roof. You’re restless too.”

The wind scalds my burning skin. “We are nothing alike, unless you count opposable thumbs—”

The six o’clock bell sets up its six-beat clamor, cutting me off. It won’t ring again until six in the morning, and then again at noon.

Jeddah knots his arms together. “Have it your way, you stuck-up shrew.” He saunters away.

If it is possible to dislike Jeddah more, I do. Why entrust me with his university dream if only to spit an insult at me? I certainly don’t want to follow him back down the zigzag path, which will require passing him at each switchback.

Instead I take a shortcut behind the church. The Slide, as it is called, is not paved, but tamped by years of tardy parishioners. Cedars and hemlocks close overhead, ferns and boulders thick at the edges. Halfway down, I stumble on a deep rut—children racing their go-wagons, even though it’s against the rules.

The Slide empties at Nowhere Road, near the marina. Beyond that looms the shipyard, where Sanders Ships International builds its “Specialty” yachts—seventy-foot Burmese teak leviathans with price tags in the tens of thousands. The latest, the Zephyr, stands like a a beached whale, ribs exposed, tarp skin flapping. The shipyard stands abandoned now, as do the foundry, sawmill, and machine shop, with only the screams of the murrelets diving for their dinners ghosting through them. Kirr, kirr!

Even the dockmaster has retired for the evening. The only one still working is Jeddah’s hairy father, tying his fishing boat, the Hure, into one of the twenty slips. Mr. Sanders employs a full-time fisherman to supply Nowhere’s kitchens—even nicknamed him Gilly for his skill with the gillnet, a mark of approval in Nowhere. Too bad his son’s a louse.

I skip over Nowhere Road to the far eastern reach of the Garden of Tranquility, a masterpiece of water, stone, plant, and pavilion. A path shaped like a question mark winds around a bed of unnervingly bright dahlias—Mrs. Sanders’s handiwork—then drives headlong into a hidden cove.

Moss slicks the ramp to Jawbone Beach, named for the whale jaw that washed up years ago. Hidden from the marina by a twenty-foot drop, it’s where the servants hang unsightly bedding. Today the lines hang empty.

The cobbled shore kneads my soles as I walk, already longing to see Shadow and her calf again. I envy them, these black-and-white giants who come and go as they please. Seeing them soothes an ache deep inside me. They have nothing to fear. No one to answer to. If they want to see a palm tree, they can just go.

At the end of the beach, a centuries-old yew sprawls like a sea monster up the cliff, raspberries tangling at its roots. I stoop for fallen berries, thinking of Daniel, and let their sweet juice melt on my tongue.

Tomorrow I’ll take the first ferry to San Juan Island, then on to the mainland. If my mother lives, she doesn’t want to be found—or doesn’t know where to look. Should she come to Nowhere, Mr. Sanders can tell her where I’ve gone.

The sight of a bright berry stain on the front of my gray dress makes me laugh, even though I know I will have to scrub it out later. Gray is a color that is neither here nor there, a color that tries to be all things and ends up being nothing. Gray is Nowhere for most of the year, and once I leave, I will never wear gray again.

A dark blur jumps out from behind the yew with a high-pitched scream, brushing so close to me I can feel its bristly hair. I fall onto my backside, my breath scooping out of me.

What is a wild boar doing here on the beach? Ears point like cathedral arches, though there’s a tear in one of them. Curved tusks gleam, sharp as grappling hooks. Its double-barreled snout is slick with something red. Berries? Or worse.

“Go away!” I kick rocks at it with my heel.

Hooves shuffle. Then it rears, boxing at the air, red eyes rolling. I snatch a rock and fling it. It clatters uselessly into the water, but the boar jerks up its snout. Its short legs quickly carry it away.

I grab another rock and hasten to my feet in case it returns for round two. After crazed boars were spotted on Mount Consternation this summer, people blamed the Orkus again—said the demon, angered by Mr. Sanders’s new trail into its feeding grounds, had chosen fresh agents of terror. Mr. Sanders sent the Rifles to cull the beasts, but clearly they missed one.

I lean over my knees, panting. The boar must have been dozing in the dense yew growth when I startled it.

A shape sticking out of the water catches my eye, a piece of misplaced scenery wagging in the tide. I creep closer.

A head.

Gray-blond hair plasters the skull. Blood ribbons from the stump of the severed neck. The waves retreat, unveiling the rest: a pale face, eyes glazed blue and staring as if they have seen beyond.

My knees buckle.

“Mr. Sanders?” I gasp. Did the boar—?

I begin to scream. There is no one to hear me, but I can’t stop until I retch up all the raspberries.

How can he have met with such a fate?

I stumble from the stones, my oxfords slipping on the slick shore. But there is no fleeing what I have seen. It is etched in my memory like a wound that will never close.
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With the kirr! of the diving birds rankling my head, I scramble up the mossy ramp. Mr. Sanders’s three-level mansion looks unreachable at the end of a quarter-mile stretch. But there, across the green—Jeddah and his father, Gilly, are carrying buckets up Nowhere Road. I sprint toward them, cries spilling out.

Despite his grizzly appearance, sagging oil pants, and stained shirt, Gilly is a welcome sight. “My God, girl,” he blurts, glancing at my red-stained dress.

Jeddah spits. He is half the width of his father but casts the darker shadow. “She’s crazy.” His hazel eyes challenge me. Paint speckles his arms.

“He’s b-by the yew,” I stammer, pointing toward Jawbone Beach.

Gilly ticks his head toward where I’m pointing, and Jeddah bolts. Usually, Jeddah moves like he’s nailed to the earth, but with his father behind him, he is a sprung arrow, long legs flying over pine cones.

I want to flee back to the safety of the big house. Or, better yet, return to the Lucy of twenty minutes ago, whose worries were small and survivable. But something compels me to follow the pair. Maybe it is that I do not trust Jeddah. Or maybe it is because I do not trust myself. Have my eyes played tricks on me in this heat?

The ocean makes a rhythmic smacking noise, as if, having tasted death, it’s now licking its chops. Reaching the shade of the yew, Jeddah glances around. Animated by the current, Mr. Sanders’s head lolls about like a buoy.

Jeddah freezes. He twists around and gags.

I could’ve warned him.

“Holy Mother of God.” Gilly stoops, hands on thighs. “Holy bleeding Mother of God.” Removing his canvas fisherman’s hat, he stares up, lips moving, and crosses himself.

Mr. Sanders’s tanned skin has dulled to the winter gray of the murrelets he so loved. Only yesterday he was building ships, taming mountains. Now the ocean has claimed him.

My stomach begins to buck again, but I clamp an arm around my middle. Jeddah braces himself against a rock, horror stripping the sneer from his face. Bright spots that set off the three slashes of his raised scars have appeared on his still-smooth cheeks.

“Jeddah,” his father calls curtly, then jerks his head toward the big house. “Go fetch help.”

His son wipes his face on his sleeve and sets off. At least I won’t be the bearer of bad news.

Gilly licks his lips, staring hard across the sound to the west shore, hilly and thick with conifers. The shimmering blue is now quiet. Almost bashful. “I told him to stay out of the water, what with killer whales coming and the salmon going, but he didn’t listen.”

Mr. Sanders always took an afternoon dip, the only one brave enough to bear the cold. Though I dislike the term “killer whale,” which suggests a vicious creature, did one do Mr. Sanders in? Snag his body with its conical teeth, leaving behind the head?

All the moisture has left my tongue. “Perhaps it was a shark?”

Gilly frowns. “Not a shark. A shark isn’t wasteful. Besides, we only get baskers here, and they eat plankton. No, this was evil, like what done in the Can Man.”

The Orkus. Despite the warm weather, a shiver picks up the skin on my arms.

I can already hear the stories: The demon finally took its revenge on Mr. Sanders for clearing that path to Mount Consternation. Sent its sea wolves to do the job, maybe even that wild boar.

But I can’t believe it. Animals may be dangerous, but they are not evil.

Yet, sure as the sweat trickling down my neck, evil has washed ashore, rippling the water here forevermore.
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Through the Belgian glass windows, I watch the sheriff’s olive-brown steamer, the Forthright, cut its way up the sound. When the news of Mr. Sanders’s death broke, his secretary, Miss Evelena Jack, fainted dead away. The general manager, a Swede named Sveyn, promptly ordered me to her office, though I’d never touched a telephone in my life.

Below, a crowd holding lanterns moves agitatedly through the Garden of Tranquility, where there will be no peace tonight. Howls of grief still ring in my ears. Most scoff at Orkus rumors, but the believers have grown more vocal. Even the most skeptical have to admit that something strange is going on. Seal heads, and now this? Is the demon to blame? Or someone seizing upon its legacy of terror?

The dockmaster, Doc, raises his lantern as the Forthright glides in from Friday Harbor, eleven nautical miles away. He vanishes down the path to meet it, some following him to the vessel, others keeping vigil looking out to sea. Another Rifle, not Koa, patrols the sea path.

Koa found the boar with the torn ear stumbling around a grove of trees near the shipyard. No human remains were discovered in its stomach.

I pull my sketch pad from my satchel. Maybe drawing will calm my nerves. My tiny sketches drift down the page—African mountain zebra, ibex, spiny pancake cacti—species I hope to see one day but never will here. The walnut telephone box clamors for the dozenth time. I doubt Mr. Sanders ever imagined that the underwater cables he financed to bring telephone service to our island would be used to discuss his gruesome demise. I pluck the warm receiver from its candlestick base and hold it awkwardly to my ear.

“Office of Mr. Sanders,” I say into the mouthpiece.

“Washington Daily, please hold,” says the operator, and the call is put through.

“Good evening. I wondered if I could speak to someone concerning the tragedy,” the caller says with a touch of drama.

“No one is available for comment at this time,” I say, as Sveyn instructed.

“Any reason to think someone had it in for him?” the caller quickly adds.

A memory of Shimmelfen’s glaring face springs to mind. A disgraced valet, armed with one of his exotic knives, slipping back unseen from the ferry… Could he still be here?

“No comment,” I say more sharply, and hang up.

A few minutes later the phone rings again.

My hand shakes as I pen the call into the secretary’s neat phone log. I hope I will not need to relive the horror of the moment in recounting it to the sheriff. Mr. Sanders’s spine, jagged through the neck like a fang…

Poor Mr. Sanders. He was a great man, the sort whose determined pedaling turned the world. He was good to me, even if he scared me a little. I hope he didn’t suffer. Without him, the future of Nowhere is uncertain. It is well-known that Mr. Sanders named his estate Nowhere because he liked his privacy and hoped to discourage intruders. Of course, it only made people more curious. And now perhaps it will all come crumbling down, and Nowhere will finally be nowhere. I will never learn my history. But at least now I am free to leave. Tomorrow, then, when my head is clear.

Too much knowledge can be a dangerous thing. Could Mr. Sanders’s death have something to do with my parents? With me? But in what world does a lion’s path depend on a mouse? I fill my mouth with the cold dregs of my teacup, but it does not rinse away the sour taste.

My drawing of Shadow and Scull catches my eye from where it is proudly displayed on one of Mr. Sanders’s bookshelves. A little mistiness clouds my vision. He had wept when I gave it to him—Shadow arcing like a scythe, her calf clumsy in imitation. It might not be my best drawing, but it is easily the most dynamic.

Without Mr. Sanders, there will be no book. Nash Sanders-Byre, the probable heir, will certainly not take up the project. He was more patient with nature studies than Daniel growing up, but sporting and fine living seem more his style now. He will probably let my illustrations grow moldy.

A knock comes. Quickly, I slip my drawing into my sketch pad. Mr. Sanders owned all the work I produced for him, but surely he would not object to me keeping this one.

Before I can reach the door, Mrs. Bonefat steps inside—her gunshot-gray eyes showing not a trace of red, her pale skin and black skirts free of a single wrinkle. Mr. Sanders didn’t give her a nickname, even though she was one of his most valued employees. He must have thought her name perfect as is.

“Lucy, you are being called to the reception room.” Her winged eyebrows flex toward my crumpled scouting duds. After returning to the big house, I couldn’t get rid of my vomit-stained serving dress fast enough. Mrs. Bonefat looks especially raptor-like tonight, her thin chest puffed, her eyelids half closed, as if peering down from a high branch. The rouge on her cheeks has been wiped off, and the lilac perfume is only a distant memory. A single cat’s-head cameo gleams at her throat.

The walnut box begins to clang again, and I answer.

“Diocese of Seattle,” says the operator, “go ahead.”

“Hello, this is the clerk of the diocese,” a man with a thick Italian accent intones. “I have an urgent message for Mr. Dakon Sanders.”

“I’m sorry—Mr. Sanders has passed away.”

A stunned pause. “What do you mean?”

“He is dead.”

Mrs. Bonefat’s eyebrows flex disapprovingly. She depresses the lever that disconnects the call. The list of things that annoy her is long and includes telephones, houseflies, sunlight, and me.

“That was the diocese. Perhaps they have a message that concerns Father Pinnyhorne.”

“Never mind. Inventions are supposed to serve, not enslave. Follow me.”

I collect my satchel. She marches away with the grim efficiency of the farmer’s wife going to kill a chicken, and I can’t help wondering whom she prettied up for earlier. It could be anyone. But fraternization between employees is forbidden, and she is the type to enforce rules, not break them.

We use one of the twin staircases curving along the round walls. She moves jerkily down the stairs, ignoring maids with tear-streaked faces. She never complains of sciatica, but I have noticed that it bothers her most at the end of the day, and that is when her tongue grows sharpest.

Men in business attire crowd our round reception room, coating the air with the odor of stale cigars and hair oil. Most are department leaders, like the head carpenter and the chief engineer. I recognize Father Pinnyhorne’s shape right away, with the three-button minister’s coat hanging loosely over his long torso and his round saturno hat. He lifts his gaze from our Japanese groundskeeper and nods at me, his eyes full of grief.

At the compass rose mosaic in the center of the domed chamber stands Sveyn, glaring at me with his good eye. If the eye patch weren’t enough, a braided beard, lobster-red skin, and a hulking figure give the general manager the look of a pirate. “The research assistant,” he utters in an accent that likes to lean on the syllables.

As Mr. Sanders’s right-hand man, overseeing the entire workings of the thousand-acre property, Sveyn doesn’t brook nonsense. He brings his bulk closer, inspecting me head to toe, and it is clear he has not made up his mind on whether I make sense or not. “The sheriff wants to talk with you.”

“Yes, sir.” No doubt the sheriff wants to confirm my discovery of the remains. Or question me about Shimmelfen’s ejection. Just tell him what you know, and do not break into hysterical fits.

A man with brown-black clipped hair and curly muttonchops dips his gaze to the empty chair next to him. “You might as well sit down while you wait,” says Mr. Sanders’s left-hand man in his musical accent, though his face is as expressionless as a mahogany steamer trunk. Everyone calls him Boots because he manages the hiring and firing of labor.

Mrs. Bonefat bends a frown in my direction, hair straining at her tight bun. Servants are not allowed to sit in the public rooms. But these are exceptional times. She nods.

I lower myself into the heavy handcrafted chair, though I can hardly relax with Sveyn and Boots staring at me. Usually, the two trusted advisors who form Mr. Sanders’s Brain Trust are a pair of chattering jays. Tonight they are noisy without saying a single word. I keep my eyes focused on the far end of the room, where a curtained stage houses the organ. Forests of brass pipes climb the curved walls on either side.

At last, a balding man with deep-set eyes enters from the west wing. A badge that sits high on his plain brown suit is the only remarkable thing about his appearance. “Miss Lucy, I am Sheriff Orr. Please follow me.”

Feeling all eyes tracking me, I follow the sheriff down a scarlet runner leading into the west wing. He walks with less hurry than a man in his position might. Soon we sit in a shadowed office of mahogany shelves, dark floorboards, and a heavy oak desk.

“Now, Lucy, I know this is upsetting, but there is no need to be afeared. I’d just like to know how you found Mr. Sanders, in your own words.” The sheriff’s eyes, though genial, press prints into my face.

I recount the tale, focusing on a vase of nodding wild onions, their pink flowers bobbing as in sympathy.

The sheriff scribbles in his notebook. “To your knowledge, besides his former valet, Shimmelfen, did Mr. Sanders have any enemies, anyone with whom he’d had a disagreement, a falling-out, bad blood?”

My mind wheels back to an image of myself, digging my heels into Mr. Sanders’s parquet floor. “No. We all respected him. Do you think the killer is the same person who did in the Can Man?”

He hooks an eyebrow. “The Can Man’s more fable than fact. Not saying a man didn’t die, but the sheriff at the time had his reasons for letting it lie. Not like any of those cannery workers spoke English anyway.”

That doesn’t strike me as a good reason not to investigate, but I’m no sheriff.

The man considers the nodding wild onions. He is polite and agreeable, but I get the feeling he hides most of his layers. His gaze snaps back to mine. “I understand you had an argument with Mr. Sanders earlier today.”

I cough, caught in a snare. The room seems to sway, and I clutch the arms of my chair. “I—I wouldn’t say it was an argument.”

“Very well. What did you discuss?” The sheriff leans forward, a chevron etched into his brow. Any friendliness has disappeared. He is a man locked onto his target.

My breath sits high in my chest. The glare from the overhead lamp seems too hot. I say in a small voice, “I told Mr. Sanders that my work for him was done and that I was accepted to the university.”

“And what did Mr. Sanders say?”

“He told me to wait.”

“What reason did he give?”

I suck in my breath. Mr. Sanders had not wanted me to know about my parents. What had he feared? “He didn’t give me one.”

“Did that make you angry?”

“I was disappointed,” I say, not wanting to admit that I had tripped on that root sin of anger. Father Pinnyhorne’s sorrowful gaze pours ice down my spine. I told him I felt like doing something violent. Surely he hasn’t revealed my confession? Doesn’t the clergy swear an absolute duty to keep the secrets of the penitent?

“One of the maids heard Mr. Sanders yelling, and a chair being thrown.”

“I never threw a chair. That was…” My tongue falters. Nash. Nash argued with Mr. Sanders. But he couldn’t have hurt his uncle, could he? And where is he now? He wasn’t in the reception room.

“That was…?” prompts the sheriff.

I don’t want to shift the blame onto Nash, but I won’t take the fall for something I did not do. “I heard Mr. Sanders-Byre arguing with him before I entered his office.”

The sheriff’s small mouth bunches to one side. “That’s Mr. Sanders’s nephew, by his sister Viridian?”

“Yes.”

He nods and leans back, face gone blank.

“I would never hurt Mr. Sanders.” I hate the pleading in my voice, and I unhook my nails from the chair.

How I wish Mr. Sanders had thrown me off the island this afternoon. That I were still none the wiser about my father and ready to make my way. For there are places far worse than a gray island with no answers.

The State of Washington has an active gallows.

Better gray fog than a black hood.
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Cookie is pacing when I enter our room, her thick flannel robe tied tight around her solid form. She takes in my haggard appearance, shirt untucked, hair loose. “What happened?” she asks in her grumbly, clipped way of speaking.

“They asked about me having words with Mr. Sanders.”

The zesty scent of fir drifts from a plaited basket on the dresser. Cookie often fills the basket with clippings to freshen the air, and tonight it is crammed with bottlebrush-shaped branchlets. Perhaps she knew I’d be stinking up the room with my distress.

“What words?” Her eyebrows become sharp points, her pupils constricting. She helps me into a flannel nightgown, tugging it over me in the brisk way she dresses a chicken.

The story pours out with more emotion than when I explained it to the sheriff. “You should’ve seen how Sveyn was staring at me. Like I’d done it.”

She snorts loudly and hands me a damp towel she’s heated over our cast-iron radiator. “He’s staring because he sees you as lower than him. And in this house, you are. Anyway, if anyone killed him, it was Shimmelfen. That one was no good. I just hope he isn’t still hiding about.”

I shiver, despite the hot towel. I played a part in condemning the valet, though not willingly. Maybe he’s licking his chops to get a swipe at me.



The coroner arrives the next morning, along with Mr. Sanders’s lawyer. Boots forbids anyone from leaving the island and orders us to carry on as before. The ban only makes my feet grow itchier, especially with a murderer on the loose. At least at university I won’t be jumping at shadows. Even braiding my hair takes twice as long; my muscles seize at every sound.

With my illustrations no longer needed for a book that won’t be completed, I drag myself up to Mr. Sanders’s office in case I must fill in for Miss Jack.

But the secretary is at a writing desk, scribbling. Though barely twenty, a worried crease mars her otherwise comely face, and a thick white bow holds back her long hair—I’ve never seen her without it. Her black dress, as dark as her hair, makes her skin appear pale, chalky as a moth’s wing. She isn’t required to wear a uniform, yet she rarely chooses color. With her dusky skin and high cheekbones, I’ve guessed she has Indian blood, as do many people on Orcas Island, though I’ve never asked her personal questions.

She glances up, chilly as a January morning. Did the sheriff interview her? I wonder what secrets does she keep?

Leaving her to her work, I retreat, nearly bumping into a figure behind me.

“Pardon me. I didn’t mean to scare you.” Mr. Sanders’s lawyer, Mr. Alexy Cosmos, steadies me with a solid arm. I’ve seen the man many times, though I doubt he has ever seen me. A shock of prematurely white hair punctuates an olive complexion with sunken eyes that have consumed many a treatise.

“Mr. Cosmos,” I murmur, dipping a curtsy as I edge away. Did he see me spying on Miss Jack?

“Lucy, isn’t it?”

“Er, yes, sir.” I rub at my thumbs, a nervous habit.

“I am sure you must be in great shock, and I am sorry for your loss.” He takes his time with his words, squeezing the juice out of each syllable. “You are eighteen now, yes?”

I stiffen. “Yes.” You’re only eighteen. Same age as he was when he began to understand, Mr. Sanders said of my father. What does Mr. Cosmos know about my parents? Of course, a lawyer knows his client’s secrets. But does he know all of them? His face betrays nothing beyond a dusting of sympathy.

“Mr. Sanders spoke highly of your work on his book.” He glances beyond me toward the library, where a wall of windows gives a sweeping view of our comb-shaped marina at the bottom of a gentle slope. At the foot of the marina lies the infirmary, where Mr. Sanders’s head rests.

“That was kind of him.”

“He was a man with great verve,” he says with gravity. “A passion for doing. We can only hope heaven has some mountains that need moving.”

“Yes, sir,” I murmur.

His mouth parts as if to pry further, but he only bows and slips into the office.

Waves of restless energy move through me. I don’t want to be alone. With new mouths to feed and many who feed them paralyzed in shock and fear, Cookie will need extra hands. Helping out is the least I can do for Mr. Sanders. Without him, the world feels impossibly large.

In the kitchen, a stone fireplace devours up most of one wall. Cookie, in her customary mobcap and calico dress, bends over the stewpot, which is constantly fed through the week. “Time to send this one to the chickens,” she mutters, meaning the stew has gotten too murky. Pots and pans hang from the ceiling over a long center table busy with workers—half a dozen maids hacking meat and onions, and one towheaded fetch-boy scooping fat into a bowl.

I quietly tie on an apron.

“I still think Shimmelfen is far too refined to do something so revolting,” Dora says, delicately picking a feather from a mostly plucked chicken. “I just hope the killer’s not waiting to take another soul.”

“The yard boys said the killer whales did it,” squeaks the fetch-boy. “They said to stay off Mount Consternation unless you want to be—kk!” He makes a slicing motion across his skinny neck with his spatula.

Flossie, freckled and fluttery, jumps like a drop of water hitting a frying pan. She spends her free hours buried in Vogue or McCall’s, her kerchief puffed as though hiding some fancy coiffure. “Not the Or—” She bites back the demon’s name.

Dora glances up and flicks back her hair with a chicken-greased arm. “Enough with that sniveling. I could barely sleep last night because of your pitching and yawing. There’s no mysterious demon, though it still could be hungry sea wolves.”

I tie my strings too tightly and dig a nail into the knot to loosen it. “Sea wolves eat salmon, not people.”

“But they aren’t getting their fill of salmon, are they now?” she retorts. “Gilly only brought us five today, worse than yesterday.”

Cookie selects a wooden spoon from a ceramic holder at the middle of our worktable. “Salmon comes when the salmon wants and it’s not up to us.” According to her, salmon is the island’s lifeblood, and we cannot get by for too long without it. Not just Lummi, but all humans, plants, and animals.

Dora tosses her gaze to the ceiling beam. “All I’m saying is maybe the sea wolves have turned to munching on people.”

Cookie thumps Dora with the back of her spoon before returning to the stove. “The only salt I want coming out of you is from that shaker.” Cookie catches my eyes and ticks her head toward the far counter, where the bucket of salmon has been placed.

A measure of pride bubbles up in me. She prefers to prep the fish herself, not trusting us to give the task the solemnity and skill such an important job requires, but sometimes I am given the honor when she is too busy.

Dora trains her sights on me as I move through our well-stocked kitchen, past an extra-large icebox from Ohio and a newfangled toast turner. Mr. Sanders liked his gadgets. I remove a large knife from the chopping block, trying hard not to think about poor Mr. Sanders. What wickedness severed his neck?

My hand shakes and I set down the knife.

The fish have become a panel of jurors, bulging eyes challenging me. You’re the one who found him. Maybe his death has something to do with you.

Get ahold of yourself, you jellyfish. Do not let whatever evil has fallen here take a bite of you, too.

I say a prayer of thanksgiving. Then with two hands, I lift out a salmon measuring nearly three feet long and place it on a cutting board. I take up the knife again.

Crack! The salmon’s head skates across the counter. Cookie frowns at me, maybe thinking her confidence in me was misplaced.

The door closest to me opens.

Nash stumbles in, hat in hand, dark blond hair sticking out in different directions, as if recently pulled. In the years he’s been away at university, the roundness has left his cheeks, leaving bones that draw the eye toward an unexpectedly soft mouth. A pencil-dot mole lies forward of his earlobe, another tracing the clean line of his jaw.

Stools scrape the linoleum floor as everyone snaps to attention. Nash’s eyes rake over me, and a scowl pinches his unshaven face. Is he angry at me for revealing his argument with Mr. Sanders? Or just disgusted that I am holding a bloody fish?

I lower my gaze, bracing myself.

“Mr. Sanders-Byre.” Cookie straightens her apron as she approaches, not bothering to hide her surprise. The kitchen is no place for the heir apparent. “May we help you, sir?”

“You may, Mrs. Lincoln.” Only a shadow of his usual charm ghosts his words. “I need something for dyspepsia.” He clutches for his tie before realizing he isn’t wearing one. The top button of his collared shirt is open, the hem mostly untucked from his casual trousers.

“The nurse will have something at the infirmary. I’ll send one of the—”

“Not the infirmary,” he insists. “I just came from there.”

No wonder he feels sick. The coroner must have had him identify his uncle’s remains as next of kin.

“Just give me something,” he implores, glancing behind him, as if worrying about being followed. “A remedy, see? Like what the Skansies had at Daniel’s funeral.”

The Skansie brothers had wept openly while digging his grave. I wasn’t the only one who had loved Daniel, who, despite a weakness for a good prank, didn’t have a mean bone in his body.

Cookie glances at me. “Lucy, go fetch some yarrow. Dora, take over the fish before they flop away.”

Dora is not pleased but fixes up a pretty smile for Nash. Even disheveled, he has a superior bearing that draws the eye. If that is one’s taste.

I am glad for the excuse to get out. After washing, I fetch a plain coiled basket from the pot rack and a pair of shears, then follow Nash past the butler’s pantry into the hall.

I expect him to veer back to the main house. Instead, he stalks after me toward a narrow door hidden behind the vestibule of the main entrance. The big house is riddled with these passages, built to keep servants unseen. “I’m coming with you.”

“But I’ll be quick,” I assure him.

“I have been hoping to talk to you,” he says in a voice that’s suddenly lost its infirmity.

Was his nausea a ploy to get me out of the kitchen? Alone in the woods?

My basket squeaks under my grip. Don’t be foolish, I think. Nash may be a peacock, but he is no killer. Then again, he is the heir apparent…

He holds the vestibule door wide, eyes on me, waiting.

“Very well.” I step out into the gray daylight, though the way ahead doesn’t seem clear at all.
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Screwing a straw hat over his head, Nash marches doggedly alongside me, squelching the gravel with his glossy custom boots.

Since I’m the one who knows where the yarrow grows, I head north up Nowhere Road, clutching my shears. The good weather has fled, as if Mr. Sanders’s death has canceled summer.

“The coroner put the time of death shortly before your discovery, sometime between three and six o’clock.”

I grip the stiff grass handle of my basket hard enough to bend it. How easily I might have stumbled on the scene—maybe even stopped it.

I force myself to stop thinking and pay attention.

Nash clears his throat. “It wasn’t a clean break, but looked coarsely inflicted, as if carried out by some sort of hacking instrument.” Nash’s voice falters. “Like that poor bastard, the Can Man.”

I wince as the gruesome picture is brought to mind once again. Imagining the violence inflicted upon Mr. Sanders cools my blood. “So it was a murder, not an animal.” At least the sea wolves have been absolved. Yet perhaps an animal would be easier—creatures kill from hunger, never malice.

His long legs devour the road, one stride for every one and a half of mine. “Yes.” Nash fills his lungs, forcing his back straighter.

“I am sorry for your loss.”

His eyes dart toward me. “I told Uncle D. I was planning to enlist after the Gatheround. That’s the argument you heard.”

“I see.”

Mr. Sanders’s words from yesterday echo in my head. You’re just proving yourself a fool and a coward, just like your goddamned donkey sack of a father. No wonder Mr. Sanders was upset. After losing Daniel to the war, who could blame him? His sister Viridian’s only child, Nash, was the only family he had left.

More surprising is the revelation that Nash planned to enlist. I never thought of him as the type to serve his country, much less suffer the indignities of getting a mighty fine—what they call a military haircut nowadays. He’s always been particular about his hair. Perhaps Daniel’s death has changed him.

He glares at the road, then swipes his face with his arm. “Out with it. What did you two really disagree over?” His usual voice is charming and nonintrusive, but he can easily be heard when he is upset. “I am told some such about going to university. But my uncle believed in higher learning. Why would he stop you?”

“I’m not sure. Perhaps he deemed my work for him too important to interrupt.”

“Drawing pictures for his nature book,” he says with derision.

I hold my tongue. There it is, then. Wilds of Orcas Island is a dream that died with Mr. Sanders. I was right to take back my picture of Shadow and Scull.

At a dirt turnout towers a copse of eastern red cedar, which local tribes use for everything from canoes to medicine. I follow the sound of the ocean, touching the fissured bark of the cedars as I go, just like Cookie does. The white clusters of yarrow are good at hiding among showier plants, but I’d been finding them for her since I was a girl. I just pray no boars lurk here.

Nash steps in front of me, blocking my way. He stands a head above me, even taller than Koa, though he is not as broad. Koa could tie him into a knot. “Who are you?” His eyes roam from my forehead to my neck kerchief, staring as if trying to loosen it with his eyes. The soap he uses mingles with the zest of the conifers all around us. “Why were you so important to him?”

“Sir? I’m just a servant.”

“Servants don’t usually get to sit in on private lessons.” He abruptly ends his study of me and yanks distractedly at a metal fastener on one of his striped suspenders, pulling it even with the other side.

Growing up, Mr. Sanders let me attend Daniel’s lessons if I finished both my kitchen duties and my schoolwork. It was hard to know who was more delighted: Daniel, for the chance to escape his boredom, or me, for the opportunity to learn more than the basic writing and arithmetic taught by our schoolmistress. A second desk was pulled up beside his, though when Nash came in the summers, I was banished to a chair at the back of the room. “He would’ve let the others join too, if they’d shown interest,” I said.

“I doubt that.”

To argue the point seems churlish, especially right now. I break off a spray of red cedar, releasing a fresh, citrusy scent into the air. By the time Daniel’s body arrived from halfway around the world, the stench was cloying. The Skansie brothers topped the coffin with freshly cut red cedar before shoveling in the dirt.

I divide the spray in two and pass Nash a share. “Cookie says chewing red cedar wards off nausea, but don’t swallow it.”

Nash rolls the plant between his fingers. “You’re avoiding my question.”

“Perhaps your uncle appreciated my curiosity in the sciences, given his keen interest in the natural world. I imagine few here would care to discuss marine worms with him.”

His face eases. “Certainly not Danny.”

“No,” I agree, wondering if we are both remembering the summer Daniel ran around offering a dime to anyone who would eat a worm.

Stealing a glance at me, he takes a cautious sniff of the red cedar. His nose is sturdy and straight like his uncle’s and cousin’s. Mr. Sanders inhaled the world as if he could conquer it, while I can still hear Daniel snorting through his with easy laughter. Nash has always used his to scent out mischief. Or pleasure.

He places the spray on his tongue and chews thoughtfully. I chew mine as well, wincing at the sour turpentine flavor.

“Delightful,” he mutters.

I push toward the ocean, snipping a patch of lacy yarrow and stuffing my basket with leaves of sweet-after-death that Cookie uses to ward off the gnats.

Nash gazes upon the sea a hundred feet out, hands stuffed in his pockets. The ocean shifts with agitation, stirred by the dozen or so boats pacing the sound. Passengers peer at us through binoculars. Nowhere has always attracted its share of curiosity seekers, but today’s crowd is in search of the macabre.

Nash sighs. “Here they come, the sharks, the gulls, hoping for scraps. I hope they sink.”

“Of course you don’t mean that, sir.”

“I do, and stop with the ‘sir,’ ” he says irritably. “Anyone who sees profit in another’s death deserves to be tied to a stone and rolled into the sea.” His fingers pluck one of the triangular leaves from my basket. “It seems incomprehensible that anything can be sweet after death.”

“You must not be religious,” I venture, though I should not be so familiar. We are not equals.

“No, I don’t think I am.” His normally nonchalant expression tightens, and he shuts his eyes as if feeling a headache.

My heart pinches a little. The future of Nowhere will rest on Nash’s still unfurling shoulders. Already the heir of his mother’s glove-making empire, Nash will take over Sanders Ships International, one of the country’s foremost builders of luxury yachts.

Nash wanted to prove himself a man by going to war. But now he stands on a battlefront of a different sort, looking more like a shipwrecked sailor than a soldier.

I do not envy him.



From my perch atop the zigzag path to the church, I watch the Forthright chug toward Anacortes, where Shimmelfen was last seen. Thick clouds appear to be devouring the tips off the mountains of the opposite shore. Not three days have passed, and the sheriff has officially named the valet the primary suspect in Mr. Sanders’s death. Talk of a vengeful evil spirit at last quiets, replaced by softer barbs like “I never liked that goose Shimmelfen” and “It’s that high collar he favored—must’ve cut off oxygen to his brain.”

Yet the reek of unwashed laundry, which includes my serving dress, still scents the halls. The washerwomen have been too afraid to enter the brick laundry across from Jawbone Beach, that crescent-shaped maw glaring up from the shoreline. But dirty linens will not be my problem after tomorrow.

This morning I gave Boots my notice. “Sir, my work here is finished. I will be attending the university.”

“University?” A frown burrowed deep into his muttonchops. “I’m sure we could find a spot for your skilled hands, perhaps back in the kitchen? Believe me, work at an estate like Nowhere is hard to find. Good lodgings, three square meals. Where I come from, workers ate one bowl of porridge a day.”

A shadowed look crossed his face, and I remembered he had once worked on a banana plantation in his native Jamaica. The thought of such privation made me shudder.

“Thank you, sir, but I have made up my mind.”

With a sigh, he counted out the wages I was owed. “The Dreamcatcher is leaving for Anacortes tomorrow after Sunday services. I will arrange for your passage.”

I’d be in Seattle by Monday, giving me a week and a half to find gainful employment and prepare for university life.

The wail of a solitary bagpiper returns my attention to the cemetery, where hundreds of mourners have gathered, watching as the pine box containing Mr. Sanders’s head is lowered. Gardenia wreaths smother the hilltop with a heavy, almost wet perfume. Faces sharpen under the thin glare of clouded sunlight—horror, grief, bewilderment, and something else, something perilously close to excitement. How are you supposed to feel when attending the burial of a head?

No body has been found, despite extensive searching. Dead bodies float in cold, saline water, which means that either the killer removed the body or an animal consumed it.

“It’s too awful. You know they found a Welsh hatchet on Jawbone Beach,” murmurs an elderly matron.

Her neighbor shudders, wrapping her purple mourning shawl tighter. “Horrible. Unimaginable.”

The hatchet was said to have been part of the valet’s exotic knife collection, and the sheriff believes Shimmelfen retrieved it from his room before Koa marched him to the ferry. Witnesses swore they saw him aboard. Which means—if he is guilty—he must have swum the sound, barefoot, patent leathers left behind, to commit his grisly errand.

I cannot see it. The regal valet I knew was not a man of the wild. Perhaps he had an accomplice.

Father Pinnyhorne strides out from the freshly painted church, gaze fastening to mine even a hundred feet away. Now that a killer has been identified, am I exonerated in his eyes? Feeling my cheeks flush, I lower my gaze to the new rosebushes he planted in my trench, with their showy white blooms. Pinnyhorne crosses to the grave, where the men are shoveling quicklime from his green wheelbarrow into the hole.

He raises his arms for quiet. “Two years ago, I came to Nowhere as a new priest, earnest but… nervous.” A smile crosses his face. “Mr. Sanders’s first words to me were ‘Welcome home.’ Let us find comfort in the knowledge that God will be receiving Mr. Sanders in similar fashion. ‘Welcome home, son. Welcome home.’ ”

As guests drop in handfuls of dirt, I set off down the zigzagging path. The windows of the big house are dark, and even the little blue flags with the gold SSI insignia hang lifeless. Without its captain, will Nowhere founder?

My attention is caught by a horse passing at the bottom of the hill. Koa, sitting straight in the saddle, lifts the brim of his cowboy hat to me. My heart feels heavier in my chest. When Mr. Sanders met his fate, Koa was miles away, trying to extricate a rooster from a wagon wheel. He has been patrolling nonstop to punish himself since. I haven’t seen him all day.

Koa nods, then urges Goliath on. I will tell him my decision tonight, after the send-off dinner for Mr. Sanders. This will be the last meal I prepare at Nowhere. A farewell feast for the dearly departed—and the soon to go.
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The send-off dinner leaves my skin sticky with grease and a borrowed serving dress reeking of beef. Mr. Sanders would’ve preferred salmon, but Gilly’s nets came back empty again. I scrape a plate of bones into the hearth pot, then give it a good stir.

I am anxious to clean up before meeting Koa at the Peace Rock at eight p.m. The big clock already reads seven thirty.

“Girls, pick over the oats,” Cookie orders, fatigue slurring her speech.

Our aprons are stained, and Dora’s eye has started to twitch. Even Cookie’s mobcap sags unevenly to one side of her head.

“But we just finished feeding a hundred people,” Dora whines. “Can’t we just do eggs tomorrow?”

“I wish we could do eggs too, but the chickens aren’t doing their job.” Cookie screws her face closer to Dora’s. “Why? ’Cause we’re eating them instead of the salmon. The land tells us when it needs a rest, and Nowhere’s needed a rest for a long time. May the mourners have the good sense to leave tomorrow.” Cookie slams a cupboard closed. “When I come back, I want to see your pans.” She disappears out the door.

Only Flossie moves, dragging a bag of oats to the table with her stringy arms. I don’t want to miss Koa, but he will wait for me, given the crowd we’ve served. One final chore for Nowhere.

I plunge my hands into the grain mountain, feeling for stones. The oats feel grubby and cool in my fists. Cleaned oats go into pans set before us. Dora sulks across the table from Flossie and me, flicking pebbles with her eyes instead of her hands.

Her sulk sags into despair. “What will become of us? What will become of me?” She clutches her fists tight to her chest.

“We shall all carry on,” I say evenly, wishing she would work faster, or just work.

“Maybe I’ll go marry that fat gasbag Bert Wimby. He’s old and probably needs me to change his diapers, but maybe he’ll kick the bucket soon.” She sniffs.

If Bert Wimby is relying on her to change his diapers, then good luck to him. Dora gags if she sees a chicken’s poopy bottom. A worried look has grown on Flossie’s face, and her lips have disappeared into her tiny mouth. The kerchief that usually holds back her hair has fallen to her neck, and her crown braid has gone frizzy.

“Mr. Sanders was a sensible sort,” I say, rolling a sharp stone against the pads of my fingers. “He will have named a capable heir and ensured that his employees are taken care of.”

Dora’s eyes roll back. “Sure.” She looks pointedly at Flossie, whose nimble fingers move like spider legs. “You might have to go back to nursing your crippled brother.”

Flossie’s cheeks tighten, but she keeps on sorting. At the sound of Cookie’s heavy footsteps, Dora grabs at Flossie’s pan, as if to pass it off as hers. But Flossie pulls it from Dora’s reach.

Cookie bustles in, glancing at our piles. Dora’s contains the least amount of cleaned oats. “Dora, you’re on honey duty this month. Monday mornings, don’t forget.”

“What are you smiling about?” Dora snaps at me. No one wants honey duty, which involves helping the bee farmer and his wife harvest from the bee boxes without getting stung.

“Me? I wouldn’t dare.” I stifle my petty amusement. Who knows? Perhaps one day I will come to miss her sass.

Something cool settles over me. I will not have a chaperone to Seattle. But it is a modern age. With men off to war, women have shown themselves to be just as capable as men. They are getting jobs as railway guards, even police officers. Surely I can get myself a hundred miles to Seattle unmolested.

A dark figure appears at the entryway. Mrs. Bonefat, the housekeeper, surveys the room with her customary raptor’s gaze, and spines straighten.

Cookie glances up from her aspic pan. “Need something?”

Mrs. Bonefat grimaces. Though the cook reports to the housekeeper, Cookie regards Mrs. Bonefat as an equal, something Mrs. Bonefat resents but does not complain of. The only thing those two have in common is a dislike of stairs, one due to sciatica, the other because of bad knees.

“Lucy’s presence is required in the library.”

Me? Faces turn my direction and a drumming sets up in my ears.

“What for?” Cookie grumbles.

“Perhaps people enjoy her witty conversation,” Mrs. Bonefat says dryly, and Dora snickers. “I am not privy to such details.”

Cookie rolls her eyes at me, then jerks her head toward Mrs. Bonefat. I reluctantly rise, wiping my dusty hands on a cloth. I already knew that some men, including the Brain Trust, had gone to the library to discuss business matters, as the maids took up cheese boards for them earlier. Perhaps Miss Jack is too tired to take notation and I am being called to fill in.

It is already well past eight. Koa will wait if I am late, but for how long? I shouldn’t have stayed to help with the oats.

Mrs. Bonefat ascends one of the two staircases that hug the round walls of the reception room, hiding her pain as she mounts. I pull myself up the polished banister, head buzzing. Why must they polish banisters when glossiness is only good for a twisted ankle?

Soon we cross the balcony that overlooks the reception room, the noise of men jabbing at my ears. Beyond a fearsome display of glassy-eyed salmon mounted on the opposite stairwell wall, I catch sight of the high-ceilinged library. Sveyn and Boots command the room, attended to by our head footman, Yates.

At our entry the conversation dries up. For the second time, I am held up for inspection by the wizards, none of whom seem happy to see me. The hulking Sveyn makes a series of grunts, lifting his eye patch to better glare at me with his weak eye, which was injured by a flying wood chip. Boots glances up from his glass, unfazed at seeing me twice in one day, though he has always been good at hiding behind those muttonchops. Sveyn must touch and interact with the world to make sense of it; Boots is an observer who keeps his hands and feet to himself.

My collar tightens. Do they know about my pilfered picture of Shadow and Scull? Perhaps, after Shimmelfen, they have started searching the rooms of departing employees. Perhaps they found it in my closet.

“Ah, here you are,” comes a voice from the far side of the room. I recognize his shock of white hair immediately. It is the lawyer, Mr. Cosmos. He stands next to a writing desk occupied by the secretary, Miss Jack.

“Lucy.” Father Pinnyhorne greets me from the couch he shares with our thoughtful groundskeeper, Mr. Kagaoka, who idly flips through a book on gardening.

From the corner comes a bright peal of piano notes. The heir apparent, Nash, throws me a curious expression. A star-shaped gardenia blooms at the lapel of his mourning suit.

“Good evening, sirs,” I squeak, hearing the library doors close heavily behind me. Mrs. Bonefat has disappeared, taking Yates with her.

If I am to be accused, must everyone stand in witness? Seems rather extreme, but perhaps Mr. Sanders’s death has pulled everything out of proportion. The smell of cheese from a sideboard stirs my insides.

“Everyone, please have a seat.” Mr. Cosmos brings a leather portfolio to a pair of wide chairs opposite two sofas set in an L shape. Sveyn and Boots seat themselves on one wing, while Nash joins the priest and the groundskeeper on the other. Miss Jack remains at her desk, pen suspended.

I take a chair at a corner table by storm-gray curtains that drape like sails. Daniel and I used to hide in these curtains when we were young. I wish he were here to cut the gloom. He’d point his nose to the chandelier and say, It’s not the best ceiling I’ve ever seen, but it’s up there.

Mr. Cosmos beckons me. “Lucy, come closer. This chair is available.” He indicates the throne next to him. “And comfortable, I might add.”

“Be quick about it, girl,” snaps Sveyn when I hesitate.

Tugging at my dress, which has begun to stick to my legs, I try to make it to the chair without falling. I am definitely in trouble.

The chair whuffs out a sigh as I lower myself into it, as if it too disapproves of me. Perhaps I should own up now, before the lawyer lays out the accusations, hoping for a lesser sentence. I could plead ignorance. “I am an ignorant girl—” I begin.

“Mr. Sanders—” Mr. Cosmos says at the same time, lifting an envelope. “Er, what was that, Lucy?”

Nash flips his gaze to the coffered ceilings.

“Nothing, sir. Pardon.”

“Very well. As I was saying, Mr. Sanders wrote a letter to be opened in the presence of all the individuals here upon the event of his death.” Mr. Cosmos looks at each of us in turn: Sveyn, sprawled with a boozy flush to his face; Boots, still as a steamer trunk; Father Pinnyhorne, bowing his head, hands clasped; Mr. Kagaoka, dark eyes soft but alert above a pressed suit I’ve rarely seen him wear. At the end of the couch, Nash stares out the long windows, as if wishing to be somewhere else.

Last, Mr. Cosmos’s eyes land on me, barnacled to my chair. It occurs to me that perhaps in this letter Mr. Sanders provided for the continuation of the unfinished Wilds of Orcas Island. Perhaps that is where I come in. I try to stop grimacing, keeping my gaze fixed on a black raven figurine on the coffee table.

When Mr. Cosmos is satisfied that the correct amount of gravity has been achieved, he settles reading glasses on the tip of his nose. He unfolds the page: “ ‘Trusted advisors. I have instructed Mr. Cosmos to read this letter to you before unsealing my will, knowing you may be surprised by the contents thereof, but assuring you they are to the benefit of all. I wish you all fair weather and following seas. Dakon Sanders.’ ”

My stomach drops, the way it sometimes does when looking over an especially high cliff. I suddenly get the feeling that more is at stake than Wilds of Orcas Island. Does it have to do with my parents? Is that why I’m here?

The men cast around wondering glances. Miss Jack makes quick scratches with her pencil.

Mr. Cosmos sets the page aside and producers a heavier parchment, its wax seal like a splotch of blood. Last Will and Testament of Dakon Sanders is scrawled across the front.

With one smooth motion Mr. Cosmos breaks the seal. “ ‘Clause one. I, Dakon Sanders, being of sound mind and body, do hereby bequeath my assets as follows on two conditions: one, that if any person attempts to contest this agreement, such person shall forfeit his share in full; and two, that payment depends upon the recipient residing in Nowhere and continuing his duties for the heir to be named in clause two, for one year from this reading.

“ ‘Thus, to each member of my Brain Trust—Mr. Sveyn Olsgaard and Mr. Leroy “Boots” Williams—and to Mr. Kenji Kagaoka, my groundskeeper, and to my secretary, Miss Evelena Jack, I leave one percent nontransferable interest in the business of Sanders Ships International, with the first dividend to be paid at year’s end.’ ”

“Ownership?” cries Sveyn, slapping Boots on the back. “How extraordinary.”

“That’s a good hundred thousand dollars at present value.” Boots falls back on the couch, eyes glazing as if envisioning what that could buy him. He raises his tumbler. “To Mr. Sanders.”

“Hear, hear!” calls Sveyn.

Mr. Kagaoka’s thin brows squeeze together, and he lifts his glass of water. Father Pinnyhorne watches Sveyn and Boots get to their feet and dance around, his face amused. Miss Jack sits frozen, mouth ajar, while Nash stares into his folded hands, his dense brows pressed flat.

A hundred thousand dollars must be enough to buy one’s own island and never work another day. Though, with the exception of Mr. Kagaoka, who would probably like to retire with his family in a garden of his own, I doubt Sveyn or Boots would ever put up their feet. Mr. Sanders employed men of unbridled industry like himself. And Miss Jack? She is a diligent worker, like the others, but wealthy women are not expected to work.

Sveyn settles back into his chair. “Continue, Mr. Cosmos.”

Mr. Cosmos shakes out his paper. “ ‘Clause two. As for the rest of the estate, including all my assets in the business known as Sanders Ships International, miscellaneous cash accounts and investments, and of course my thousand-acre property known as Nowhere and all structures therein, currently valued in total at ten million dollars…’ ”

My breath catches. Ten million? Hearing it spoken aloud is like feeling the jolt of the church bells when you’re standing under them. Mr. Cosmos takes in all the faces, taut as a pack of wolves facing a full moon, save Nash, still bowed. The lawyer lowers his paper. His sunken eyes find mine.

“ ‘… I leave the entirety to Lucy. May the nest ever prosper under her watchful guard.’ ”
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In one of my earliest memories, Daniel and I are on the beach when a colony of seals sets up a noisy barking that freezes me in place. It is the same way now, only the seals are the present company, along with the racing of my own thoughts. Why did Mr. Sanders leave his estate to me? Much less the running of his business. What do I know of building ships? And, more importantly, why not Nash? Of course, he is not a shipbuilder either. Studying philosophy, I heard, of all the ridiculous things. But at least he is a blood relation.

Nash has kept to himself all evening, but now he glares at me, cheeks drawn tight, his look cold enough to freeze salt water. He has never shown me more interest than one would give a passing rain cloud, aside from the tennis court incident. Even after that, he’d barely spoken to me. I figured he’d chosen to forget about it, maybe out of embarrassment or disgust. But in the last few days, I seem to have provoked much emotion in him, none of it good.

“What is the meaning of this?” Sveyn is sputtering, spilling brandy down his waistcoat. “Cosmos, explain.”

Mr. Cosmos coolly straightens his cuffs. “As long as my client’s wishes are lawful, it is my duty to uphold them, not question them.”

“Surely a girl cannot run a company,” Boots cries, the five stingy dollars he paid for my wages probably fresh in his mind. “She quit her position this morning. Hardly a role model for company loyalty.”

Sveyn swings his girth up to me. “I will not have a chit for a boss,” he announces, slurring slightly.

“No one will force you, Sveyn,” Mr. Cosmos adds. “One percent share, though generous, should not deter a man of his principles.”

“What do you mean by that?”

Mr. Cosmos wipes his glasses with a handkerchief. “Only that Mr. Sanders conditioned his gift to you on your agreement not to contest his will.”

Sveyn flicks his gaze to Boots, who gives an exaggerated shrug. “But how can we accept such an arrangement? We will be a laughingstock. The whole world is already watching us. That blasted phone was ringing so much, it burned out its wire.”

Boots grinds his wide feet into the carpet. “I cannot believe Mr. Sanders was in his right mind when he wrote that. It is illogical. It must be a joke. Ha ha.”

“Perhaps that girl was complicit in his death!” Sveyn stabs a finger into the air.

I recoil as the outrageous accusation flies. Sure, he is half drunk, but are more wheels set to spinning? My throat constricts; I can barely feel my feet.

“They already have their man,” Mr. Cosmos says coolly, setting his glasses back on his nose.

That does not stop Sveyn and Boots from glowering at me. Miss Jack presses a delicate hand to her even forehead, as if checking for delirium.

The priest adds, “Lucy is a godly creature.”

“I was his research assistant,” I croak, at last moved to speech. “I did not ask for this.”

“What does Nash think?” asks Boots, who is craftier than Sveyn. “He is the one who has been robbed.”

Nash, who has gone as still as one of Mr. Kagaoka’s stone garden monuments, shakes himself free of his stupor and rises. Then the would-be heir to the Sanders kingdom stalks out of the room without a backward glance.

My cheeks burn. I am hardly at fault for his uncle’s decision, one that seems like a bad idea for everyone, including me. I have never asked for riches—only for answers. And now I am in charge of an enterprise that will certainly fail with me at the helm.

Nash’s departure seems to snuff any remaining discussion. Father Pinnyhorne stands. “Lucy, congratulations are in order.”

Mr. Kagaoka, who has been studying me with the quiet patience of a gardener pruning a wayward branch, helps me rise. His solid stance gives weight to my own. “Garden box has grown bigger, eh?” A ghost of a smile visits his lips. Though he is not a member of the Brain Trust, he is well regarded, his presence as calming to Nowhere as his garden.

“Mr. Kagaoka, why me?” I whisper, wiping my wet palms on my apron.

“Why not you?”

Several reasons fill my head, but before I can list them, Mr. Cosmos calls my name from across the room. He stands at the library entrance, where Mrs. Bonefat has suddenly appeared. “Mrs. Bonefat is ready to show you to your new quarters. We will talk tomorrow.”

I keep my head down as I pass through the library, though the grumblings of the men still follow me out.

“She’s a fraud and a phony, I say! Where is she going?”

“Calm yourself, Sveyn. We will get to the bottom of this.”

A minute later, I climb behind the wall of ferocious salmon, up toward the third floor. My head throbs.

Am I rich beyond my wildest dreams? Or have I inherited enough problems to fill the ocean? Sveyn’s accusation clangs like a clapper in my head. What if the others begin to suspect me? The headline writes itself: Maid Receives Windfall After Finding Employer Brutally Murdered. Might as well paint a target on my back. Even if I give it all away, seeds thrown to the wind will find a foothold somewhere.

Mrs. Bonefat seems not the least bit surprised by my change in circumstances, and no less frosty, either. At the top of the stairs a vase holds lilies with red throats that appear to be screaming at me, their sharp smell making me wince. A scarlet runner that now appears the color of blood leads to a set of doors. I do not want to sleep in a murdered man’s bed.

“Mrs. Bonefat, I would like to sleep in my own room.”

“They are all your rooms. Get used to it.”

“But I need to tell Cookie.”

“I’ve already let her know.”

“But I can’t sleep in Mr. Sanders’s room.”

“Which is why I am preparing Mrs. Sanders’s room.” She bypasses the double doors and continues down to the end of the hall. The trout-mouthed housemaid who accused me of witchcraft exits a doorway, carrying a broom and a bucket in her short arms. She is as fierce with her scrubbing as she is with her gossip.

Her face unfolds like a sail feeling the wind at the sight of me, a mole on her forehead staring like a third eye. The dour expression adds several years to her age of thirty. “What’s she doing up here?” Her annoyance kicks her English accent into a high gear. “I already done me job, drew the bath, started the fire. I hardly need anyone checking me work.”

“Tersa, Miss Lucy is our new mistress.”

Tersa nearly drops her bucket, and I relish the moment. Her ice-blue eyes don’t know where to focus. “But—that can’t be true?”

“Stop gaping. She will need her bed turned down when you return. Don’t just stand there. Move, woman.” Mrs. Bonefat’s eyebrows flex, osprey wings poised to dive.

Tersa rushes away, bucket squeaking, skirts rustling. Now the whole household will know.

Koa. He must be annoyed at me for missing our meeting. He will be shocked when he hears this news, maybe fall off his horse.

Will it change things more between us? I hope not.

The university now seems thousands of miles away. The ridiculous notion that I could probably buy the university crosses my mind. But I cannot entertain such thoughts. Boots is right. This must be a joke. Just like Daniel, Mr. Sanders liked a good prank. Like the time he moved all the clocks ahead to fool the two other island bosses, Götze and Tavernish, into ending their annual meeting early. I must simply watch my back so that I am blameless when the clocks are corrected.

My head buzzes, and my eyes ache as if they’ve grown too heavy for their sockets. I follow Mrs. Bonefat into my new quarters and sneeze. As far as I know, the rooms are never used.

Ship lights illuminate a rose-colored oriental carpet with cream curtains—strangely tender shades in this otherwise masculine haunt. The sitting area gazes through floor-to-ceiling windows onto the sound, with another set of picture windows facing the marina. Built-in shelves lead to a bathroom and closet, where what seems like an unbroken wall conceals a door into the servants’ hall.

My satchel has been placed on a chair. My picture of Shadow and Scull did not damn me after all.

A portrait of Mr. Sanders and his wife, Lydia, watches over a bed with a cream-colored quilt. Lydia’s oval face is serene but mysterious, her black hair tied with a violet ribbon that matches her eyes. She died of influenza when I was ten.

“They were a lovely couple,” says Mrs. Bonefat, softening. Is she thinking of her secret beau? I have not seen her dolled up since that dreadful day. She runs a finger over an expensive-looking Tiffany table lamp with a butterfly design, testing it for dust.

I clasp my hands behind me, as if to stop myself from pilfering. All this finery feels borrowed, a stage set on which a curtain will soon drop.

Yet Mrs. Bonefat seems willing to take me seriously. I must do the same if I am to defend myself from accusation of wrongdoing.

“Tersa will help you until you can hire a permanent lady’s maid.”

“I don’t need a maid.”

“Nonsense. You are mistress and master now. A lady’s maid will dress you, prepare your toilet, bring your breakfast, and do the hundred other things you’ve no notion of.”

The thought of Tersa with her prying eyes watching my every move so she can blather about it later sticks pins in my skin. Anyone but her.

My mind churns like an overboiled pot. While Mrs. Bonefat explains an elaborate panel with call buttons—all the main rooms have such panels, though I was never allowed to touch them—a recently thrown bone surfaces. You might have to go back to nursing your crippled brother, Dora said.

Flossie. I doubt she, being fifteen, has any experience being a lady’s maid. But I don’t have any experience being a lady, so that evens things out. Plus, she is clever. Once, when we dropped a cake meant for a luncheon, she turned the ruins into a trifle.

Cookie would be shorthanded unless, of course, Dora did a full day’s work.

“No one has stayed here since our dear Mrs. Sanders passed.” Mrs. Bonefat breezes by a fireplace with its round tiles of green bottle glass and pulls open a dresser drawer. “You may as well wear her clothes, since they now belong to you. You cannot wear Daniel’s all the livelong day. If you need anything else, push this button and Tersa—”

“Actually, I would like Flossie to be my maid.”

Her pupils become pinpoints. She folds her arms, bony fingers with their blue veins gripping her sleeves. Her jag of silver hair gleams like a bolt of lightning.

If I am to survive here, I cannot go offending key members of the household any more than I already do. “I’m sorry if I—”

“Sh!” She swipes up a hand, her utterance cutting like a whip. “Very good, Miss Lucy.”

Without another word, she disappears out the door.

The scent of gardenia drifts from the bathroom, stubborn reminders of death. As I enter the white-tiled chamber with its mahogany framed mirror, a swamp hag stares back at me. I gasp. My skin is blotchy, my lips chewed. A rat’s nest has replaced the smooth bun of this morning. Something sticky smears the side of my cheek.

Quickly, my eyes fall to the pedestal sink. Stop staring in that mirror or it will swallow you.

I wriggle free of my damp dress. Why, Mr. Sanders, why me?

The words so recently read by Mr. Cosmos echo in my mind. Only now they are spoken with Mr. Sanders’s hale voice, a voice that always had a plan. May the nest ever prosper under her watchful guard.

The parting words were strange. I don’t recall Mr. Sanders ever referring to Nowhere as a nest. The Great Tree, at times, or even Paradise when he was feeling sentimental. But never a nest. Was it a message? You don’t just leave your fortune to a nobody without providing some clue as to why.

Somewhere in the back of my mind, a murrelet kirrs.
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A knock comes at the door and I snap awake, staring into the mouth of a now-cold fireplace framed by glass tiles the color of money.

So it wasn’t a dream. I have inherited my employer’s fortune, and now I must figure out why, starting with the murrelet’s nest.

The knock grows more insistent.

I quickly arise, head swimming. A white nightgown with plenty of lace falls in soft folds around me. Last night, deciding the bed was too fine, I curled up on the shearling rug before the fireplace.

Turns out even the rich can wake with cricks in their necks and arms gone dead.

“Who is it?” I call, my throat parched. Morning light pours in through the picture windows, where I had neglected to draw the curtains.

“Flossie,” says a muffled voice.

“Come in.”

Flossie enters, carrying a tray with oats, brown sugar, cherry compote, cream, and coffee. Her thick frizzy hair is once again braided tight about her head. She glances around, mouth ajar, taking in the unslept-in bed and the stunning view from the picture windows. Of course, she’s never been to this side of the house. “Mrs. Bonefat said I should bring your breakfast to you,” she says timidly, green eyes bright with questions.

“Thank you—set it there.” I glance toward the sitting room table.

After depositing it, Flossie stands before me. Her apron is cinched tight around her neatly pressed uniform, giving her straight figure some dimension.

“Flossie, I will need a lady’s maid.”

“So it’s true, then.”

“ ’Fraid so. Are you up for the task?”

“Yes, miss.” She squares her oxford pumps together, bringing her to her full height—just over five feet, a couple of inches under me.

“Then you’re hired.”

She stares hard at her toes, her eyes suddenly wet. Mouth tight, she nods. Many Irish families hadn’t recovered after the Great Hunger and still sent their children to the land of the plentiful to work. It can’t be easy, toiling day in and day out without the support of a family. Had Mr. Sanders been thinking similar thoughts about me when he promoted me to research assistant? The promotion was a break in the clouds that had gathered after Daniel’s death. Perhaps this is a break in the clouds for her, too.

I pretend not to notice and open Mrs. Sanders’s armoire, hoping fresh scouting duds will magically appear inside. “I have an, er, pressing errand to attend to and will be skipping Sunday services. I will need Oh-Lolly saddled. Oh wow.” A silk gown seems to float of its own accord into my hands, and I curtsy with it. Its floor length clearly hails from a more elegant era, before words like “doughboys” and “poison gas” made their way into conversations.

“Ain’t that a toe-stubbing man-tamer of a party frock,” Flossie murmurs, curtsying back. “But it’s a good riding habit you need, not a gown.” She moves toward a second armoire and finds a crisp oxford jacket with cinched waist and a split skirt. “It will need airing, miss.” She snaps it out. “And hemming. Seems Mrs. Sanders bested you by a few inches.”

It will take time to find the murrelet’s nest. Then I will have to speak with Koa and Cookie and meet with Mr. Cosmos. I pray he can tell me how to run the business or at least find someone to do it for me. Perhaps then I could attend the university, though would it feel like I was abandoning ship?

Money is supposed to give you options, yet somehow I feel more stuck than ever. My breath seems to rattle through my lungs, like an air current through brittle ferns. “Never mind that for now. Just help me get into it.”



By the time I descend the staircase in a riding habit too long for me, the house is in full swing. The heavy drapes have been pulled, china rattles, and the perfume of bacon stokes appetites. I’m tempted to return to my room and make a quick exit through my secret closet door to the servants’ staircase.

You are not a sand beetle, flying off at the first sign of trouble. How will I run this estate if I cannot even manage the stairs?

Moving heel to toe, I make my way down the round staircase into the reception room. Our footman, Yates, is whispering angrily, arms pumping in indignation, while the butler tries to quiet him. Neither notices me until I step off the last stair, and then Yates’s fleshy mouth parts in shock. Is he remembering how he waved a potato in my face? Quickly he lowers his gaze, and his flat feet carry him off.

The butler, upon whom Mr. Sanders bestowed the nickname Buddy, pilots his polished shoes in my direction. Despite the casual moniker, he is a reserved man of middle age with a hollowed-out look about him, a concave stomach, and eyes the color of fog under white-blond hair.

“Good morning, Miss Lucy,” he says in his whispery voice, gaze brushing my neck kerchief. Our paths rarely crossed until my promotion, when he’d catch me sketching late into the night at my desk by Mr. Sanders’s office. “Mr. Cosmos has asked if you are free to meet him in Mr. Sanders’s office at one p.m. today.”

If he has any misgivings about my new role here, they do not show. He never says more than necessary.

“Yes, that would be fine. Buddy, do you know when Mr. Sanders-Byre will be leaving?”

“I am told the five o’clock Anacortes ferry.”

I would’ve been on that ferry as well. “Thank you.”

“Your horse is ready. May I get you a parasol?”

I hide a scowl. Naturally, heiresses must carry parasols to protect their complexions. But a parasol would just weigh me down, the way these clothes and this hat already do. At least the boots fit like a second pair of socks. “No, thank you. I will take a shady route.”

He opens the main door. Stepping across the threshold, I can’t help feeling as if I am in some sort of farce, like the playacting troupes Mr. Sanders would bring in from Seattle to entertain his visitors. When will the curtain come crashing down? The glare of daylight shines a spotlight into my eyes, and my limbs begin to jitter.

But then Oh-Lolly whinnies from the driveway, throwing back her head in greeting. As the groom leads her to me, my stance firms. Mr. Sanders was a man of secrets, even to those who knew him best. But now is the time to unravel them. Before they unravel me.
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It took me two months to find the marbled murrelet’s nest. The seabirds, half the size of seagulls, play on the ocean most of the day. But unlike gulls, they never nest in the many nooks offered by our scalloped shoreline. After weeks of watching them pelt the water like bullets, I realized they always flew east at sunset. Toward the fearsome Mount Consternation.

Oh-Lolly sets off, eager to get underway. With most people busy with breakfast, the main road is empty. I slow at the madrone-lined path leading to Viridian House, where Nash is staying. Its stained-glass windows reveal nothing.

I should say goodbye.

Then again, why would he want to see me? I’m not sure why Mr. Sanders put this heavy wreath around my neck, but until I know, I’ll feel lopsided, not sure how to walk in this new world.

Heading northeast toward Cascade Lake, the pavement crumbles into gravel, and the trees grow thicker, higher. Shrieks fill the air—fledglings being pushed out of the nest. The learning curve is steep. Deadly. If you don’t pump your wings when you are pushed, you won’t get a second chance.

I click my tongue and nudge Oh-Lolly up to a trot, grateful for her warmth and speed.

“Maybe I shall take one of the Specialties and sail away,” I say, mostly to hear a human voice.

Oh-Lolly jerks up her head, tossing back her blond mane.

I pat her withers. “I’ll take you too, if you can get your sea legs.”

Midway down Cascade Lake the one-room station house appears in the distance, its straight lines at odds with the jagged trees. Oh-Lolly lets out a long whinny.

“Yes, and your boyfriend Goliath can come too, as long as he minds his slobbering.”

Upon reaching the station house, I slide off the piebald and let her drink at the trough. The hems of my split skirt are already dark with dirt, and I roll up my waistband. What a pain propriety is. I should’ve worn scouting duds. There is no one out here to be proper for.

Through the square windows, I don’t see anyone inside, but I knock just in case. A chalkboard is mounted to the door for messages. Not getting an answer, I take a piece of chalk and jot:


8 a.m. Mount Consternation.—Lucy



Writing the word “consternation” presses cold steel against my neck. But isn’t that the exact emotion boiling inside me? A murky stew of shock, dismay, dread, confusion constantly being replenished. If I ever want to send the pot to the chickens and start fresh, onto Mount Consternation I must go.

I swing back into the saddle and steer Oh-Lolly toward the raw, new trail cut into its side.

Before Mr. Sanders’s death, I always found Mount Con-sternation peaceful, with its lush array of wildlife, ripe for the sketching. But now the stream running alongside the deserted path sounds like a snake rearing up to strike. Shade from the tree cover feels too cold, a shroud for a corpse. I try not to think about the fetch-boy drawing his greasy spatula across his neck or wild boars running amok.

“It doesn’t seem right to own a mountain,” I say, feigning a nonchalance my bones do not share. My leg begins to cramp, and I tuck it across the saddle. “It is different from owning, say, a horse, where things are more give-and-take. Mountains don’t need anything. And the things they give—a view, shade—already come free.” I frown, remembering the handfuls of dirt thrown into Mr. Sanders’s grave. Own a mountain if you will, but dirt will consume you in the end.

A fungus resembling a bread loaf sticks out of a red cedar, this one with a “burnt” edge on the right side. Bread-loaf fungi make good markers because of their size, even though such tumors mean the tree has started to rot. The trail continues for another couple hundred feet up to the glaciated summit, where the denser forests will give way to a more emaciated landscape of lodgepole pine. But we need not go all the way up.

Hunched firs and gnarled hemlock choke our path. Oh-Lolly’s tread overturns leaf litter, exposing eerie white threads of fungal mycelium. I stifle a shiver. Mr. Sanders believed trees communicated with one another through this “mushroom network,” passing nutrients needed to survive.

A scream pierces the air, and I nearly slide off the saddle.

Courage. It is just an osprey. A half-fish, half-eagle demon does not really haunt this mountain, and those broken trees are not the result of its crashing tail.

I press on, and at last a Douglas fir like a witch’s broom rises before us.

“Ah, there you are,” I murmur.

Woodpecker holes pepper its thickly furrowed gray trunk, which rises twice the height of the big house. Though I’d figured out that murrelets headed for the forests after feeding, it was sheer luck I’d chosen to look up at this tree when I spotted a bird diving into the branches.

A rope ladder hangs where I left it, enabling a climb of about twenty feet up the bare stretch of trunk. Oh-Lolly had been my first “ladder,” and nearly the death of me when she’d moved.

After dismounting, I circle the tree, considering its high branches. “Well, I am here, Mr. Sanders. If there is anything you wish to tell me, now would be the time.”

I pause, feeling ridiculous. A fly buzzes near my ear. What exactly did I hope to find? A signpost, perhaps? A marching band unfurling a tell-all banner?

My parents materializing from the mist?

My eyes grow wet, visualizing silhouettes in the gloom.

The rungs of the ladder are slightly damp but still sturdy. My neck pops as I glance up. Leave no mossy stone unturned.

My riding habit has become an encumbrance, its heavy fabric sticking to my legs, the jacket biting under my arms. I disrobe to my long chemise and cotton bloomers and set my clothes upon a rock.

With my satchel strapped tight across my body, I toe up.

Step and pull. Step and pull. I have always had strong legs, honed by years of standing in the kitchen and, more recently, exploring the island. I lose myself in a rhythm, excitement building as I reach the top of the ladder, which is secured to one of the sturdy limbs that form a crown around the tree.

Past the ladder, I continue my climb using the stoutest branches as stairs. A bread-loaf fungus mimics a step, but I know better than to trust it with my weight. I pull myself up, one limb at a time, trying not to look down.

Like its auklet and puffin cousins, the murrelet’s stout body is built for fish diving. But unlike the others, the murrelet is both of the sea and of the forest. Two worlds contained in one tiny creature, designed to be hidden in plain sight.

Will the nest be occupied, as it was when I first came upon it? I remember my excitement at the sight of the speckled treasure atop its cushion of yellow moss.

Up. Up. Up.

I catch my breath, sweat trickling my back. The San Juan Islands archipelago scatter around me like puzzle pieces. Some people think Orcas Island resembles a giant wolf paw, with the East Sound, West Sound, and Far West Bay the spaces between the four toes.

Directly south, Parish Isle forms a pearl at the mouth of the East Sound. That is where the heart of the Orkus is said to beat. Goose bumps prick my skin. Even the most skeptical will go around that eternally misty enclave, whose strong currents can dash the boats of even the most able seamen, and where sea wolves often roam in packs of ten or twenty.

Shaking off those thoughts, I continue climbing. At last I reach the wide branch. My limbs burn with exertion.

Then I see it, and all the pain drains away. A single egg lies upon the yellow moss carpeting the flat part of the branch, its shell a pale olive green with purple-brown speckles.

So the murrelet did return to her nest. Is this what Mr. Sanders wanted me to find?

But what does it mean? That a mother returns to her nest, or that home is not forgotten? That life goes on? Perhaps I am imagining shapes in the mist. Hoping for answers where only shadows lie.

After carefully planting my bottom on the branch, with my back against the trunk, I take out my pencil and sketch pad.

A boom sounds from somewhere far off. A hundred feet below, Oh-Lolly lifts her head from a shrub, then continues nibbling. Could be a hunter. Mr. Sanders allowed hunting in designated areas. I make quick work of the sketch.

By the time I descend again to the top of the ladder, the mist has burned away.

A figure in a brown hat stands at the bottom of the tree, holding my skirt in front of him.

“Koa?”

He tilts his head back, eyes closing, as if feeling a headache. “One boar wasn’t enough for you.”

“What do you mean?”

He focuses on the space by my head. “I just shot another one back there. Now that you’re filthy rich, I guess you do what you want.”

“According to you, I did that anyway. Turn around. My showstopper’s making an appearance.”

That gets an eyeball roll. Once, Mr. Sanders invited cabaret performers to the island, including cancan girls, whose ruffled, showstopping pantaloons nearly started a stampede of bucks ready to propose.

Koa sets my clothes back on the rock, then makes a show of turning around, hands up. He’s not wearing his jacket, and the sleeves of his blue chambray shirt are rolled high.

I’ve begun toeing down the ladder when my eye catches on a woodpecker hole. A rolled paper has been stuffed inside.

“What’ll you do?” Koa says. “I mean, if I were you, I’d buy an airplane.”

My heart begins knocking. I missed the paper on my way up; I was so intent on finding the nest.

“Some folks won’t be happy. Once word’s out, the press might hound you a bit.”

After pinching out the roll, I sit with my back against the trunk, crumbling the double-rimmed saucer lichen behind me. The parchment resists being unrolled but at last reveals a letter, written in Mr. Sanders’s emphatic penmanship and dated August 13, 1918.

The day before he died.

My birthday.


Dear Lucy,

I had hoped to share these words in person, and without secrecy. But if you are reading this, it is because some misfortune has befallen me and the pen must be my messenger.

Despite my best efforts to find the truth, alas, it seems I have failed, and it will be up to you to continue these efforts. I have kept you in the dark about your parents. I apologize for that, but I felt it was necessary to protect you, just as I did when I raised you in the anonymity of the kitchen. You will have heard of the man known here as simply “the Can Man.” He was your father.



The Can Man? I grip the paper as an invisible knife strikes me in the gut. My father. Murdered.


His name was Harry Tang. I met him at the university, where I was studying engineering and he biology, specifically sea wolves, which he considered a misunderstood, highly intelligent species. Having grown up here, surrounded by these mysterious creatures, I found his ideas intriguing. With his knowledge, and my expertise building ships, we made plans to construct what we called a “window-boat” to allow us to study the great beasts and share our knowledge with others. We made a great team.

Of course, life does not always follow a direct path. After graduating, jobs being scarce, I returned to Orcas Island to work as a foreman, and he joined me as an interpreter.

We discovered a fortune on Parish Isle in the early spring of 1900. We quit our jobs and purchased the land that became Nowhere.

By then, Daniel was one year old, and Harry was about to introduce me to someone he was besotted with—your mother. But then he was cut down. Investigations led nowhere, and I considered taking my family and leaving this dark place.

A month after he died, exactly eighteen years ago, you floated in on Harry’s green canoe. When I saw that you bore the same birthmark on your neck as Harry, I knew who you were. I knew he would want me to persist.

My success I owe to your father. His legacy I leave to you.

Whoever killed your father is still out there, Lucy. You are your father’s daughter, and only you can calm the wolves.

Avenge him. Free this island. Save yourself.

Dakon Sanders

P.S. The fewer who know about this, the better. I did not risk my neck for nothing.
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The letter flutters down from my perch to where Koa is staring up at me with alarm. Forest and mountain spin into a blur of green and gray. I feel myself evaporating…

Then Koa scales the ladder as if it were level ground, reaching me in seconds and bracing me with a strong arm. “Goddamn it, hold on.”

Balanced on the rungs, he pins me to the trunk, his breath rough in my ear. Musk and a briny scent close around me, as undeniable as the press of his bicep against my breast.

“I—I’m fine,” I say, tongue-tied by his nearness. He is so close, I can see the gold flecking his irises.

“Can you make it down? I’ll go first, in case you fall.” His muscle flexes, and then he lowers himself away from me.

Of the million bits of information swooping around my head, one holds itself steady before me:

My father was a biologist. He was interested in the natural world—in sea wolves. Did he like to draw, too? Had he ever seen a palm tree? He had the same birthmark, even.

Sadness grips me, and even when my feet at last feel solid ground, my mind is far away, wondering if my father held his pencil between his second and third finger, like I do, or if he favored madrones, too.

What treasure did he and Mr. Sanders find on Parish Isle?

I gather myself and begin to dress. Koa feigns interest in the sturdiness of the ladder, acting as if we were not just pressed together with only my thin chemise between us.

“So… boss.”

I fumble my buttons, hearing the mockery in his tone. “Don’t call me that.”

“What kind of letter has you nearly falling out of a tree?” He brings my letter to me, though I’m not sure how he knows I am done dressing.

“In his will, Mr. Sanders referred to Nowhere as the ‘nest.’ I figured it was a clue, and I was right.” I don’t take the letter, nodding for him to open it. “He was prepared for the possibility of a premature end.” If you want to know more, you will have to stay put a little while longer. What important truth about my father’s death had he been on the verge of discovering?

Koa reads, emotions flitting across his brow. He looks up from the paper. “Son of a gun. Tang sounds Chinese. So you’re Chinese.” His gaze presses into me, as if seeing new parts on a face he has seen a thousand times.

“I guess so.”

Another piece of my identity seems to have slid into place, like a new book on a shelf. Except that the book is written in a language I don’t understand, and instead of excitement, I feel a sense of loss. All I know about the Chinese are the seasonal workers who bend tin for the salmon caught in Götze’s giant fish traps on the west coast. My father must have worked at Götze Cannery, perhaps even lived in the Chinese camp with the other laborers in Far West Bay.

“But clearly not your mother.” He drops his eyes from me and returns to the letter.

I touch my face, wishing for a mirror. The only Chinese woman I have ever seen was on a cigar box, with perfectly proportioned limbs, snowy skin, and a doll-like face. Aside from my straight hair, I don’t think I look anything like the cigar model. I have bigger eyes, a stronger nose, a fleshier mouth, a pointier chin. Washington hadn’t prohibited miscegenation yet, but it was still frowned upon.

So how did my father meet my mother? I try to summon her face, but there is nothing. She had been left to bear me alone after such a grievous loss.

Koa returns the letter to me. “So your daddy was murdered eighteen years ago, you were told none of this until now, and he expects you to find the killer. That’s a hell of a nerve.”

I was lucky to experience a close view, I told Mr. Sanders after giving him my picture of Shadow and Scull. His eyes grew moist. We make a great team, he told me. Doubtless he was thinking about my father, and perhaps about their great plans to build this “window-boat” to study the sea wolves.

“You’re not going to listen to any of it, right?” Koa eyes my fingers, which are nervously rolling the letter closed.

“Whoever killed my father still walks free. Mr. Sanders and my father were both”—I wet my lips—“decapitated. If they were friends, their murders must be related.”

“Then it couldn’t be Shimmelfen. He isn’t old enough.”

I nod. Mr. Sanders and my father came to the island in their early twenties. “Whoever killed my father must be someone in their forties now at least.”

“Maybe Shimmelfen’s a copycat.”

“But why?” Shimmelfen is a no-good, but repeating a gruesome killing seems excessively devious. And it’s unlikely that he’s the seal killer, since the first seal was killed before his humiliation and ejection.

Given the connection between my father and Mr. Sanders, is the sheriff hunting the wrong man? And worse, is the murderer still on Orcas Island?

Whatever or whoever killed your father is still out there, Lucy.

“Maybe you should tell the sheriff about the letter.” Koa traps a grenade of a pine cone under his foot.

“But Mr. Sanders said not to.”

“That was before he got his head separated from his body.”

“Mr. Sanders’s killer could still be Shimmelfen,” I say stubbornly. “I can’t risk letting him get away in case he is.”

Koa sweeps away the pine cone, exploding it against the neighboring tree with deadly aim. “Mount up, let’s go.”

Goliath snorts, looking as put out as his rider as he leads us off, his muscled hindquarters bunching on the descent. We haven’t ridden but three minutes when Koa sharply halts.

He swings Goliath to the side, and I make out a heap of blackish-brown fur among the leaves. Lying there on the forest floor, all spirit gone from it, the shot boar simply looks like a piece of the scenery—a pile of pine needles, or a dead fern. Morsels from its last meal hang loosely from its fangs.

“It looks peaceful. Like it was in the middle of eating… asparagus. White asparagus.” Of course, asparagus doesn’t grow here—plus, the tips of this plant are smooth and contain none of the tiny scale leaves that adorn asparagus. Perhaps it is some kind of fungus, then.

“It didn’t seem peaceful when I saw it. It was running in circles.”

“Why would it do that?” I slide off Oh-Lolly, carefully step around the boar, and inspect the dark soil for more of the mystery plant.

“I didn’t ask it. Let’s go.”

“I’ve never seen this species.” I crouch by three fingers of the mystery plant poking out of the ground. “I want to take a sample.”

Koa swings down too and shoos me off. Pulling on leather gloves, he works a pocketknife through the stalks, then wraps them in a bandanna. When I reach for the bundle, he jerks it away. “You’re not planning to eat these, are you?”

“You think I’m a fool?” Before he can make a sarcastic remark, I add, “I’m just going to draw them.”

We remount, silence stretching between hoofbeats until the horses’ feet make solid clacks against the gravel.

“One of Mr. Sanders’s friends offered me a position making airplanes near Seattle,” he says.

“Hats off,” I breathe, the elation I should feel for him tempered by worry. “It’s what you’ve always wanted.” Koa has wanted to fly ever since his cousin took him for a ride in his biplane back in the Hawaiian Islands. Still, I don’t want him to go, especially right now.

He keeps his eyes on the road, hat hanging off his back. The damp hair beneath his ponytail has coiled. “I’ve already saved enough to put a fence around my own dirt.” He slides around his saddle, looking uncomfortable. A thin beam of sunlight kisses his face. He reminds me of a horse proudly carrying its load but always in danger of breaking free. “You could attend the university.”

I laugh. “Are you proposing to me?”

Swiping his damp forehead, he meets my eyes. My seat feels suddenly unsteady.

Men and women don’t just travel and start a new life together, even those who grew up plucking splinters out of each other’s unmentionables.

Koa snatches his gaze away. “We make sense together. Like socks and shoes. It’s not how I would’ve wanted to do it, but sometimes the road chooses you instead of the other way around.”

“Am I your dirty socks or your smelly boots?” I say with indignation.

“What?” He tugs at his collar. “That didn’t come out right.”

An awkwardness wedges between us. It would be easy having Koa as a partner. He makes me feel safe, and until recently I could talk to him about anything. Plus, well, he is not hard on the eyes, with his naturally bronzed skin and a physicality that leaves me short of breath.

I could leave like I wanted, study the natural world, see palm trees and real sand beaches, not rocky ones that stub your toes. The university withdrawal letter that I drafted last night still sits on my desk, unsigned.

But suddenly I have the resources to get answers to the questions that plague me every day. I have power to see justice served, after all these years. I could hire detectives. Of course, if it were that easy, Mr. Sanders would have done so already. But I know in my heart that university is not where I belong at this moment. Not to mention, Koa’s never shown me more than brotherly interest before. Just because something makes sense doesn’t mean it makes good sense. “I can’t just run away.”

He shakes his head at a shaggy hemlock, gold nugget gleaming at his collar. “Sanders was murdered, and seems to me, you’ve just inherited a hurricane. We should leave all this craziness behind.”

“It’s different for you,” I protest. “You know who your family is.”

Koa’s mother still lives in the Hawaiian Islands, and he writes to her every other week. He scowls. “We’re talking about your life.”

“What kind of life is it to always be wondering?” Learning about my father may uncover who my mother was. Who I am.

“If you’re not wondering, you’re dead,” he snaps. “I’m sorry about your folks. But they wanted a better life for you, even if it meant not having all the answers. Head of cast iron.”

His eyes scold me—those golden crescents that have seen me cry in school with a blank family tree. He once rescued a pine cone I’d thrown into a fire because I’d had no father to give it to. Koa has been like a canoe, watertight and strong, keeping me afloat.

“Can’t you see the possibilities here? I can buy you your own airplane.”

His cheeks darken and he makes a choking sound. “You’re right. It is different for me.” He screws his hat onto his head. “Just stay away from Parish Isle.”

I reach for him, but he smoothly maneuvers away.



When I return to my room, Flossie is waiting with a cool towel. The surfaces have been dusted, and the scent of lavender hangs in the room. I remove my samples of mystery plant and carefully place them in an empty glass, which I set on a windowsill to dry.

“Witch’s fingers?” she says with distaste.

“I hope not.” While I wipe my hands on her towel, she undresses me as efficiently as she shucks corn. Soon I am stuffed into a too-long gray dress with black velvet buttons up the front. I begin to see the necessity of a lady’s maid, especially when she settles me on a tufted cushion and begins gently brushing my sweaty hair. A magazine called The Cat’s Meow lies atop the vanity with the headline “How Not to Look Like a Brazen Hussy.”

How I wish that were my biggest problem.

“I’m learning the ‘flying spindle,’ ” Flossie says, mistaking my interest for another headline farther down the cover: “Fetching Hairstyles for Summer.”

“Whatever you can manage is fine. I’m meeting with Mr. Cosmos in the library shortly. What’s the talk around here this morning?”

She nods, her mouth a tight square. “Everyone’s stirred up, miss. The washerwomen are still refusing to wash. The Kiowyn sisters have left with their husbands—just turned in their aprons and took their motorboat.”

I try to straighten my back. The estate is a delicate system. Other workers can compensate for a missing employee until a new one is found. But a murdered patriarch will deter all but the most desperate workers, especially with a walking scandal like me in charge. Eventually, the house will crumble. To say nothing of the business.

My breathing comes harder. I sneak a look at myself in the mirror. My eyes look startled, as if I’ve spotted a predator. My hair, which Flossie has tied atop my head with ribbons, feels like a jug of water I am trying to balance. Before she attacks me with a powder puff, I wave her away and tie on my kerchief. “Good enough.”

Ribbons and powder are not going to help me keep the wolves at bay.
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Though the blinds are open, the stucco and paneling of Mr. Sanders’s office close around me like fortress walls. Swirls in the mahogany furniture stare like eyes, judging my worthiness. Even his oyster hat on the hat rack suddenly resembles a watchful owl.

Mr. Cosmos and, to my surprise, Miss Jack are standing by a window. The secretary looks sharp in black and white pinstripes, hair parted straight down the middle and tied back with her signature white bow. Children used to whisper that she kept a snake locked up in her tresses, and if she didn’t wear the bow, it would slither out. Didn’t I know how that kind of teasing felt? Her brown eyes drift about me, never quite landing.

“Miss Lucy, I trust you are well?” asks the lawyer.

Except for this dress, which threatens to either trip me with its hem or choke me with its corset. “Yes, Mr. Cosmos. Miss Jack.”

“You may call me Alexy, and that is Eva.”

The mysterious secretary gives me a quick nod, her lips pressed flat.

Mr. Cosmos—I will have a difficult time calling him Alexy—folds his small hands and bows. His M-shaped hairline and shadowed eyes remind me of a raccoon, that clever cleaner of scraps. How much did Mr. Sanders tell him about me?

“Thank you.” I stop myself from rubbing my thumbs. “But I confess, I hardly know how or why Mr. Sanders has appointed me to this position.”

Mr. Cosmos follows my gaze to Mr. Sanders’s wide-armed desk chair. He shakes his head. “He did not share his intentions with me. Please, let us sit.” Mr. Cosmos ushers us to a group of gold damask chairs on the far side of the room closest to Eva’s office.

Eva folds gracefully into one of the armchairs, while Mr. Cosmos takes the settee against the wall. I take the second armchair, which must be where Mr. Sanders used to sit. Unlike Eva, I sit too far back and the chair threatens to swallow me.

My eyes catch on Mr. Sanders’s silver guillotine cigar-cutter now resting on the coffee table instead of the desk, a cheery reminder of how quickly heads can roll around here. Did he take a last smoke in this chair before his swim? A last pleasure before the unthinkable?

Mr. Cosmos tugs his cuffs. “Now, Lucy, I wanted to answer any questions before I leave tonight.”

The breath flies out of me. “You’re leaving so soon?” I hardly know the man, but he has been an ally, and I need all the help I can get.

“Yes. We have business in many ports, but I shall be back shortly. Eva will help you with the day-to-day of Mr. Sanders’s work. You’ll catch on in no time.”

I scoot to the edge of the chair and try to mimic Eva’s poise. “And what if I don’t? Catch on, that is.” I bite my cheek, wishing I didn’t sound so ignorant. How am I supposed to find my father’s murderer and run a business?

“You can hire someone else to step in, or even sell the business to another.”

Selling seems like a good idea, though what would happen to the employees? Just days ago I was ready to leave them all behind. Now it’s not so simple. Cookie has lived on Orcas Island half her life, after being plucked off Lummi Island and stuck in a Tacoma boarding school when she was fifteen. Where would selling Nowhere leave her? The schoolmistress? Father Pinnyhorne? At least Koa has somewhere to go. I try to stop clenching my jaw before it locks.

“Good news is, the Zephyr and the four more to follow for Mr. Zephyr’s sons will keep us fed for another year at least. You’ll have plenty of time to learn the operations.”

The half-completed Specialty in the shipyard slides into my consciousness. Each Specialty takes a good three months to build. If the shipyard’s busy, the rest of the estate stays busy too. “But the Brain Trust made it clear they want me gone.”

Eva’s gaze remains firmly affixed to her lap. Perhaps she wants me gone too. It must be a shock, having to answer to someone so beneath her.

Mr. Cosmos cracks his wrist. “Sveyn and Boots are all shot and no powder. They can’t invalidate the will. Unless, of course, you had a hand in Mr. Sanders’s death, under the slayer statute.”

The term drags a rusty nail across my skin. “The, er, slayer statute?”

“Yes. If you kill someone, you can’t inherit. You didn’t kill Mr. Sanders, did you?” Mr. Cosmos’s eyes suddenly become hooks.

“Of course not.” I quickly push the words out, the purple sheen of Sveyn’s face clouding my thoughts.

“Well then, you need not worry,” Mr. Cosmos replies.

“Just out of curiosity, what would happen if I were… disqualified?”

“Then the will would be invalid, and the others would not receive their bequests.”

So Sveyn, Boots, Mr. Kagaoka, and Eva each need me cleared. Unless, of course, one of them is the real killer.

“The law would then follow the rules of intestate succession, starting with the closest blood relative,” Mr. Cosmos continues smoothly.

Nash. Of course. How different his life might have been were it not for me. How much does it rankle him that the girl who gutted the fish has inherited what should’ve gone to him?

Yates wheels in the tea service, pocketing the cigar-cutter before he lays down his tray. As he pours from the Chinese teapot, I catch the edge of his frown. The memory of his angry whispering in the lobby this morning tumbles into mind. My stewardship still chafes him, clearly. Or is there more to it than that? Does he resent me for my role in the sending away of his pinochle partner, Shimmelfen?

“I’ve drafted a statement for you to inform our employees of your new role and assure them that leadership is intact,” says Eva with the neutral tone of one delivering the tide reports.

The words send a horrified shock through me. “Me? Assure them? All of them?” Hundreds of eyes watching me. Eyes that will plainly see that if leadership has been given to the person who used to make the meat pies, it is not intact.

“Yes.” She pulls from her dress a pocket watch that has been secured with ribbon and pin. “I have taken the liberty of calling everyone to the great hall. Of course, it is your choice how to proceed.” Eva lifts her gaze to me, not meeting my eyes. She is a soldier awaiting a command from a general she does not trust.

Mr. Cosmos stirs sugar into his cup and says lightly, “Mr. Sanders always said: Sometimes you have to tell people what they should think before they start doing it themselves.”



Mr. Sanders liked his privacy, but he also knew the value of a spectacle. The great hall has hosted an array of notable occasions, from the governor’s wedding to the launch of Boeing’s first seaplane, but never one quite so full of dread.

A showstopping whale jawbone hangs from the high ceiling, ready to swallow the whole room—tables carved from giant sequoias, wreaths of pine cones on the walls, support columns of stacked stones. Wood floors clatter under agitated feet, and a restless murmur rises like a tide.

From the podium, the Garden of Tranquility and the sound beyond look unreachable through towering glass doors.

I suddenly wish I could be out searching for Shadow and Scull. Sure, they could send me to Neptune’s arms with one slash of their tails, but they are still less terrifying than five hundred pairs of eyes fixed on me: washerwomen, metalworkers, secretaries, gardeners, carpenters, spit-boys, fetch-boys, scullery maids, bricklayers, engineers, sailmakers, and so on, faces filled with surprise and suspicion. Did one of them do Mr. Sanders in? Shimmelfen may not have been the only disgruntled employee.

Cookie’s round face under her mobcap is a beacon among waves of mostly black and gray uniforms. But Dora, next to her, looks as gloomy as a gathering tempest.

Eva checks her pocket watch, then hands me a brass speaking trumpet. The instrument feels both cold and slick, and when I put my lips to the speaking hole, I inhale a metallic tang. Eva gives me a reassuring nod, then stands to one side of the room next to Sveyn and Boots—who are no doubt here to enjoy the hanging.

The ink on my speech has begun to run. “Hello—ahem.” My voice squeaks.

The murmuring dies. A figure outlined in sunlight slips through the double doors. His cowboy hat is a dead giveaway: Koa. He signals another Rifle to circulate the room. Like herd dogs, the presence of the Rifles always calms nerves.

Cookie prods me with her gaze. Get cooking or get out of the kitchen.

I force breath into my lungs, feeling Lydia’s dress squeeze me across the chest. “Good people of Nowhere, as some of you might have heard, Mr. Sanders has seen fit to leave his estate in my hands.”

Shocked reactions roll across the audience, building to agitated chatter. The baskets of pine cones suddenly look like hand grenades ready for lobbing. Eva rolls her wrist at me. Keep talking.

I press the trumpet tighter to my lips. “I would like to assure you—”

A washerwoman with a doughy face grabs at her mobcap. “Why her? We’re doomed!”

“It’s that birthmark, I tell you—she cast a spell.”

Flames lick at my throat, though I should be used to those taunts by now. Did my father endure the same? I keep my eyes on my page and read: “ ‘It is with a heavy heart…’ ” Curse my sweating fingers, which have left a smudge on the page. Tongues begin clicking, so I skip over the smudge and push on. “ ‘Our benefactor, who saw us through difficult times, like the drafting of our young men—’ ”

Restless chatter starts up again. At least my plight seems to have improved my nemesis Dora’s outlook, who clicks her nails together with glee.

“The Zephyr’s been cut!” announces another voice. “Buyer won’t take a ship without Mr. Sanders to christen it.”

A chorus of gasps that includes my own sucks out more of the available oxygen in the room. When did that happen? Neither Sveyn, fidgeting with his retractable tape measure, nor Boots, hefting around his steamer-trunk expression, bothers to deny the charge. They knew, and they didn’t tell me. The Zephyr and the four more to follow for Mr. Zephyr’s sons will keep us fed for another year at least, Mr. Cosmos reassured me. Without the sale, how long will we last?

“What’s to become of our jobs?” shrills another.

A fellow with yellow hair like a flare jumps to his feet. “I got a baby on the way and I need a square paycheck, hear?” He might not have done in Mr. Sanders, but he certainly looks like he wants to kill me.

My head sinks, heavy as an anchor. I find not a single friendly spot on which to settle my gaze. Even Koa is casting me a grumpy look. I can’t help remembering his offer this morning. Koa is escape and safety. But running away now seems cowardly. Plus, I cannot seek safety if I want to find answers.

Setting down the trumpet, I flex my back and make myself taller. “Mr. Sanders often said, ‘A ship in harbor is safe, but that is not what ships are built for.’ Whatever the future holds, a Sanders ship is built to go the distance.”

No one cheers. Yet no one throws a pine cone, either.

It’s a poor standard by which to judge a performance, but it’ll have to do for now.
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Sveyn stalks through the library, and Boots, Eva, and I shuffle ourselves on the furniture, out of his path. “Mr. Zephyr got wind of the new ‘chit in charge’ through the gossip mill and canceled his order. Once word gets out, it will cause a chain reaction among our customers. This is nothing short of catastrophic!” Sveyn grinds to a halt, nearly toppling himself along with a potted spruce.

The man is a hothead, and he has certainly not curbed his disdain over my inheriting the estate. Could he have quarreled with Mr. Sanders one last time—hard enough to kill him?

“I begged Dakon to require payment up front, but did he listen to me?” Boots grumbles from the sofa opposite where Eva and I perch on the two wide chairs. His bow tie has gone askew against his pin-striped shirt. “Of course not. Called me a fussbudget. Maybe he should’ve fussed more, is what I say. Now we owe the men for work done on a half-finished boat, and we have no work for the rest of the year.”

That certainly sounds bad. But I can’t help wondering how often Mr. Sanders disregarded the Jamaican’s advice. Did the exacting labor manager grow resentful enough to snap?

With a disgusted sigh, Sveyn plunks beside his comrade. A look passes between them.

Boots squares his shoulders to me. A row of short teeth present themselves for inspection. “Miss, er, Lucy, as you can see, we are facing complicated problems.” His accent becomes coaxing.

Sveyn nods with his whole body. “The calling of mortgages on our new excavators—”

“Excavators?” I ask.

Eva, quietly taking notes from the adjacent chair, says, “Digging machines.” She is neither friend nor foe, but at least she is not squarely on their side.

“To say nothing of the new Corliss engines,” Boots adds with a glance at Sveyn. I am put in mind of two men working a saw at a stuck root. “Such matters can be taxing for the weaker, gentler sex.” More teeth appear on Boots’s smile.

I feel a surge of irritation.

Sveyn opens his massive hands in apology, voice now syrupy. “And the business of yachts, it’s a man’s business. Ask Miss Jack. She won’t even board them.”

Eva’s eyes round, and two spots of pink bloom on her cheeks. “I, well, yachts are not for me.”

“You see?” Sveyn gestures toward her, triumphant. “Let us run the company on your behalf until you get your feet wet. Public confidence will soar.”

Eva stares at her notes, her pencil not moving. She probably doesn’t appreciate being made a patsy.

Handing over the reins would certainly free up time, even my conscience. But how can I trust men who only yesterday hinted I could have played a role in Mr. Sanders’s murder? Until I can assure myself that the Brain Trust are innocent of that charge, I must keep my seat. “So if we get Mr. Zephyr’s business back, we could stem, er, the blood loss?”

“Yes, though that’s a three-legged horse’s chance in the derby,” Sveyn booms sternly.

“I will give you my answer at the end of the day.”



Flossie is battling an army of colorful dresses on Lydia’s bed when I return to my room. Mrs. Sanders was certainly a woman who did not shy from color, just like her dahlia garden. She was a rare island marble butterfly, full of interesting hues.

“Help me out of this dress before it kills me.”

The maid’s fingers make short work of my buttons, and then I am standing in my drawers, fanning my thin chemise against my damp skin. Heaven. “Are there any other mourning dresses in that collection?”

Flossie gives my gown a shake, but it is stiff as cardboard. “No. Bit of a devil’s handcuff, this one. But you don’t have to wear it. Way I see it, it is your house now, miss. A lady should be able to choose her clothes, same as her curtains. And look at all these jewels ripe for the wearing.” She opens a carved box full of sparkling rings, gold bracelets, pearl combs, and diamond tiaras that look real. Of course they are. A millionaire’s wife doesn’t wear paste.

“I wish it were that easy,” I murmur, picking up a ruby ring. “You must have seen my speech.” My shoulders slump at the memory of it. “I cannot worsen my image by showing up looking like a brazen hussy.” I set the ring back inside the box and lower the lid.

She sets the box in a drawer. “Well, you turned it around in the end.” She flips the dress inside out and powders the inside with talc. “People listen when they know it is you talking.”

“Thank you, Flossie. Where do you come by all this wisdom?”

“Eight brothers and an eejit of a father, I suppose. If it was raining soup, he’d be outside with a fork.”

I smile, something I haven’t done in a while. “All right, help me back into that dress. I have a company to save.”



Viridian House, a cozy abode with a tree-lined walk and a second floor from which to see the ocean, always filled me with a quiet longing. The big house had a way of shrinking everything inside it, but Viridian House seemed the perfect size. But now the madrones stand like hostages, each red trunk potentially concealing a murderer. I make haste to the door.

Before knocking, I rehearse what I will say. The house seems quiet: no shadows in the stained-glass windows, no telltale footsteps, no “Love’s Dream After the Ball” humming through the walls. Nash always cranks the volume on his phonograph all the way up. Buddy said Nash would take the five o’clock ferry, but perhaps he left on the early boat, though he’s never been a morning person.

The door opens with an irritated whuff, sucking all my prepared words with it.

The would-be heir stares at me with some confusion, his loose-legged trousers puddling around his bare feet, shirt cuffs open. “I thought I heard someone.”

“Pardon the intrusion.”

He runs a hand through his hair, and a devilish smile tweaks his mouth. The old Nash, sure-footed and up to no good, has returned. I suddenly feel shabby, even though I am dressed better.

“No intrusion,” he says. “Nowhere is your domain.”

“Mr. Sanders built this for your mother. Viridian House belongs to you.”

“How generous.”

For a moment, I get the feeling that we are actors in a melodrama, though it is unclear who is portraying virtue and who vice. “I hardly know what to say.”

“Don’t apologize. You may be seen as weak.”

“I am a woman. I am already seen as weak.” My bodice seems to grip tighter at the admission, but I will not be done in by my clothes.

“Please come in.”

An open, packed trunk lies just inside the door. Feeling as ungainly as a boar in a parlor, I follow him into a living room filled with simple oak furniture. A tasteful array of his mother’s paintings adorn walls lined with wallpaper in a design of green and blue leaves. Nash gestures to a ladder-back armchair with celadon cushions.

“No, thank you.” Sitting will just make breathing more challenging. I position myself by a tidy fireplace with square bricks. “But please don’t stand on account of me.”

“I won’t.” He drops into a leather couch opposite me. On a carved table sits a nearly empty decanter of spirits, a glass half full of the same spirits, and a pile of wrappers. An album of photographs is open to a page showing a group of people. “I would offer you a lollipop, but I have eaten them all. The sweet chases the bitter.”

He certainly has had his fair share of bitterness to swallow, not just the alcoholic type. “I’m prepared to give you some money.”

“A charitable donation?” He leans forward, forearms on his knees. “How quickly you have taken to this role. But you’ll recall, I am not in need of funds. In fact, I’m relieved not to have the burden of Nowhere. And why would you offer?”

“I need something.”

“Attagirl.” He leans back and cradles his head in his hands. “But what could I possibly offer you? Could it be you have sampled something to your liking and would like another bite?” Light pouring from a high window draws playful shadows under his eyelashes.

“Hardly, and I don’t care for your innuendo.”

Tiring of his seat, he stands and flexes his back. “There is no need to worry. I was thinking about joining a monastery.”

“I thought it was the army.”

“Same thing, though more wine.” He silently approaches across a bold carpet with leafy designs. I try to make myself tall, a warning to keep his distance, but he comes so close, I can smell the whiskey butterscotch of his breath.

I step back, nearly colliding with a set of hearth tools.

“So tell me, what can I possibly give you?” he murmurs.

My heart has become a caged bird in my chest. Leaving the fireplace, I position myself on the other side of the couch, as if it is a bulwark to hide behind. “An image. Mr. Zephyr canceled his order. If you’d read a statement that SSI remains in Sanders hands—that you will play an active role—it might steady nerves.”

“Active role? You want me to run the business?”

“Not really. Just be a figurehead.”

He snorts. “A puppet.”

“An active puppet. You are charming and can put on a good show.”

His face clouds. “And you would pull my strings.”

“If you must think of it that way,” I huff, feeling lightheaded.

I focus on a painting of his mother and father above the fireplace. A serious-faced woman with the same strong nose, piercing blue eyes, and jutting chin as her brother, Viridian Sanders-Byre painted herself gazing up at her husband, who stares out of the frame. What does that say about the artist’s feelings for her husband, who had never visited Nowhere? That she adored him, clearly, but did he feel the same?

“It’s against my principles to work for free.”

My gaze falls to Nash, who has the same haughty curve to his bottom lip as his father. “Then a monastery won’t suit you.” My head pounds as if too much blood is rushing through it. This python of a dress is slowly squeezing the breath out of me.

“There is something I do want.”

“Yes?”

“I want you to tell me the truth.” Back he travels across the carpet to where I am clinging to the back of the couch. “Why did Uncle D. leave it all to you?”

I hesitate. The fewer who know… the better. I don’t trust Nash. But he didn’t murder my father. He would’ve been two years old then. “Mr. Sanders knew my father. He believes he owes the success of Nowhere to him.”

“Your father.”

“Harry Tang. He was murdered eighteen years ago. He is known as the Can Man.”

His eyebrows pinch like arrows pulled taut. “Killed the same way, though they never found the body.” The lines of disbelief tighten into scorn. He laughs, rolling down his sleeves. “You are pulling my leg. Where is the proof? How come I have never heard of this before?”

My ears ring. “It is the truth, even if you don’t believe it. You asked and I answered. When may we schedule the press call?”

“Well, it is not a satisfactory answer, so there will be no press call. Now, if you don’t mind, I have to pack.”

“But I cannot tell you more.” I am certainly not going to show him the letter. My breath rises faster as my insides begin to boil. The room is too hot.

What did I expect? He owes me nothing. He probably thinks I cheated him out of his inheritance. But doesn’t he want to see his uncle’s company prosper? I begin to sag, my lungs suddenly starved of air.

His face grows closer, so close I must tilt my head up to see him.

Why can’t he open a damn window? And why is he suddenly embracing me?





CHAPTER 16 [image: ]

I am lying on a leather sofa, a rotating electric fan purring on the coffee table next to me. My stockinged feet are propped up on a pillow. The breeze sends a delicious shiver through the front of my sheer chemise. At last I can breathe, sweet, sweet air filling my lungs. But—

Why is my dress open in the front?

I sit up with a gasp, clasping my bodice together.

Nash appears with two glasses of lemonade. “Ah, you’re awake.”

“How dare you.”

He sets the lemonades on the table with deliberate calm. The memory of a stolen kiss crowds the space between us.

He switches off the fan, and the brass blades materialize from the blur. When he faces me, his expression is amused, the face of someone smiling at a joke he doesn’t find funny. “Your dress was too tight. Measures needed to be taken if you were to live to enjoy your millions.”

“How much did you see?”

“I can assure you, I made sure to blindfold myself before undoing those very tiny buttons. Now drink.” He hands me a glass.

I snatch a pillow to my front before taking it. The sweet-sour liquid paints a soothing stripe down my throat, and I glug thirstily, despite my mortification. I will never get the dress buttoned up again now.

“I’ve decided to grant your request, even though you have not satisfied me.”

“You will read a statement?”

“Not just read—I will talk to the reporters myself. They’re still swimming around the sound. Throw out your hook. I’ll reel ’em in. But one favor. That is all.” He stands abruptly, moving toward his trunk. “Now, cover yourself. My gallantry has its limits.” With a barely concealed smirk, he shakes out a starched collared shirt.

I clutch the pillow closer and say stiffly, “I would sooner wear this pillow than be seen wearing your clothes.”

His fingers clutch wrinkles into the shirt, and his gaze drops. For a moment I think I might have injured him. “Interesting.” He shows me a grin that looks forced. “I hear you regularly run around in Daniel’s garments. But suit yourself.”



Under a ruddy evening sun, Flossie and I pass sandwiches and fill glasses while Nash, Sveyn, and Boots chat with the reporters invited into the garden. We have gathered in the natural depression by the water where Mr. Sanders first talked to me so many years ago. Since then, Mr. Kagaoka has coaxed it into a charming alcove anchored by the Peace Rock on one end, and my Pacific madrone, which Daniel named the Marry Tree, on the other.

A memory floats in, of a teenage Daniel insisting the name “Mary” had been scratched there by Douglas Fairbanks himself, hopelessly in love with Mary Pickford.

“That’s a load of turkey,” Nash scoffed.

“Fine, Ebenezer Scrooge,” Daniel shot back. “But don’t blame me if you never find a girl who’ll take your dreary, unsentimental ass.”

Not long after, I noticed “LUCY” scratched on the Marry Tree in Daniel’s block letters.

“More iced tea, maid,” Nash orders, bringing me back to the present. He is milking this moment for all that it is worth. A four-button mourning suit is perfectly tailored to his trim figure.

I bite my tongue, reminding myself that the maid disguise was my idea. Not only does it save me from being hounded by reporters, but it is a way to keep an eye on Nash, whose easy familiarity with Sveyn and Boots is a blessing but could also be a liability. I don’t trust the three not to ally themselves against me while I’m trying to solve the murders.

After Sveyn introduces Nash as our new president, Nash smoothly takes the floor, looking a little too relaxed. I force air through my nose, doubts creeping in. He did not inherit a red cent from Mr. Sanders. There is no reason for him to take this seriously.

“I am honored to be part of my dearly departed uncle’s business,” says Nash, and the reporters scribble in their notebooks. With the gold evening light hitting his skin, he is as hard to look away from as a falcon on a high branch. “Dakon Sanders was like a father to me. He taught me the importance of hard work, of paying attention to the small things. He used to say, ‘Success is the sum of details. Don’t overlook them.’ ” Nash does a perfect mimicry of his uncle’s confident and ironic voice, and my throat tightens a notch.

As Nash lays out his “plan” for the company, Sveyn and Boots, both attired in official navy coats with gold SSI insignia and white pants, eye each other, looking secretly pleased, even though this was my idea.

My mark has begun to warm, just as it did the day of my brush with Shadow and Scull. I touch my damp fingers to it and feel the hurried beating of my pulse. A few hundred feet down the sea path toward the marina, Koa and Goliath glide like a tall sailboat beside Gilly. The fisherman looks like something dragged in from the sea with his nets draped around his body.

Farther inland, the brick laundry house seems to cough out steam in reluctant gasps.

“What can you tell us about the young woman named Lucy who inherited your uncle’s estate?” comes another question.

Nash’s gaze flits briefly to me attempting to carry dishes to a serving table without dropping them. “I can tell you she is an intelligent woman, capable of juggling many plates at once.”

Boots coughs loudly and Sveyn grimaces. The reporters begin talking over one another.

“Was she his mistress?” asks the loudest.

For the first time, a scowl cracks Nash’s composure. “Of course not,” he says, the words edged with indignation. With a slow exhale he smooths his expression. He raises his hands for quiet. “As you know, my uncle never did things the traditional way. The company motto is ‘Choose your own path.’ He always chose his own path, and we must all respect his vision.”

A frown lodges onto my face as I remember how Mr. Sanders kept me in the dark all these years. His choice protected me, tucking me away in the anonymity of the kitchen, but did it cost him his life? Well, Mr. Sanders, I am doing my best to bring your killer to justice, though you could’ve left me more clues than riddles.

I hear a plate hit the floor with a crack. Flossie, her hands spread in shock, stares toward the sea. Several hundred feet out, the water has broken apart, and a dark fin pokes from the surface. Water pools around the sea wolf’s back as it rises.

“Christ almighty!” cries a man, and everyone cranes their necks seaward.

The sea wolf circles, a planet that sends the closest boats into another orbit. A great gusting of sea mist bursts from its blowhole, and more cries burst forth. It is too big to be Shadow.

“Those boats better be careful!” shouts a voice near my ear.

“They’ll be fine,” says Sveyn, though he doesn’t sound sure.

The exclamations fall away as a low moaning fills my head. A sense of unhappiness begins to crowd the space inside me, making my bones leaden. Only it is not my own ache that I feel.

The sea wolf is a Jupiter-sized solitary male circling in unfamiliar territory, though how I know this I do not understand. My mark blazes hot, feverish. My father had the same mark. Did his burn when sea wolves were near too? Ridiculous, and yet…

Only you can calm the wolves.

Jupiter moves like a wounded boat that lists to one side. His pain tastes of metal and throbs around his dorsal fin, which hangs like a broken sail. The elevated pulsing of his heart thuds at the base of my skull. My mind reaches for the creature, like a hand in the dark reaching for the clasp of another.

A glimmer of recognition passes between us. The creature steadies, as if somehow my presence has helped it regain its balance. All at once the sea wolf dives, plumes of white bubbles boiling around its descent. The heaviness lifts, leaving me hollow. The skin of my mark cools.

“Folks, we live on an island surrounded by sea life, and every now and then they like to say hello,” booms Sveyn, back to his blustering self, while Boots gestures at Flossie to pick up the broken glass. “We’ve never had a single incident with the sea wolves. This concludes our evening’s program. Your escort will be here shortly.” Sveyn hails Koa, who is already making his way toward us to the jingling of Goliath’s harness.

Several paces behind him now, Gilly grips his head, watching the still-rocking sea with his mouth agape. Slowly, the fisherman turns. His bewildered eyes land on me and sharpen.



By the time I settle into the natural bench-like curve of the Peace Rock to wait for Koa, it is past nine o’clock. Will he still be annoyed at me for not going to Seattle? Our conversation from this morning rolls around in my head like a bottle on a boat. There is no reason for him to refuse that airplane job. Except, of course, if he really does love me. Either that or feels an unswerving sense of duty to protect me.

The sky wears a veil of orange clouds, too light to hide anything in shadow yet, and the water is clear of craft. My mark has not flared since Jupiter’s departure. Who knew that all it would take to chase away the spectators was a brief appearance by a giant sea wolf? Word has spread of the commotion it caused, and the verboten word, Orkus, ghosts around conversations once again. But I plainly felt its injury, and its agitation was not caused by a demon. How did I know that?

A murrelet screams. I flinch so hard, I bite my tongue. Foolish girl. Worry less about demons and more about the murderer on the loose, who may or may not be Shimmelfen.

I pull Daniel’s thick flannel shirt tight around me, heartened to see one of the Rifles passing below on the sea path. He nods curtly, then continues his march.

To one side of my sandstone bench, a crop of honey mushrooms, with their smooth and floppy caps, invites me to touch them. Mr. Sanders was a fan of fungi, once telling me that though man might rule the world, it is the fungi that have the power of transformation, decomposing so that life can begin anew. World-builders, he called them. I wish I could talk to him again. Only four days have passed since his death, but it feels like four lifetimes. But the thought of visiting his head on Chapel Hill churns poison in my gut.

“How long’s he staying?” Koa slips into the seat next to me, making my heart fumble. He tosses his hat onto the bench and stretches his back. The flaps of his cavalry jacket hang open, crumpled, and his shirt pulls tight over his muscled chest.

“Who?” I say, momentarily flustered.

“City Rat, of course.”

“He rescheduled his departure for tomorrow’s five o’clock ferry. But he can come and go as he pleases. Viridian House still belongs to him. It is only right.”

“And who will be called when he breaks a window?”

The summer before Daniel died, Nash and visiting socialites threw a party that got out of hand when someone threw an ice bucket through the window. Koa was called to restore order, and Nash called him a killjoy in front of everyone.

“A murderer is on the loose and you’re thinking about windows.”

He blows out a breath and begins to fiddle with his gold pendant. Mr. Kāne was given the gold nugget by a man he’d saved from a charging stallion. After his father died, Koa hung it on the string to wear close to his heart. “I don’t trust him. His father runs an illegal gambling ring. The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.”

It is well known that Mr. Theodore Byre is involved in many a seedy enterprise. Could that be why Mr. Sanders didn’t leave Nash the estate? Easy money leads to nothing but hardship, he said after dismissing Shimmelfen. Gambling had broken his sister Viridian’s heart. Perhaps in his own way, he hoped to spare his nephew hardship. It’s a strange way to show love, but Mr. Sanders never favored the traditional path.

“I don’t trust him either,” I say. “But maybe he takes more after his mother.” Viridian Sanders-Byre may not have been the magnate that her brother was, but she was an intelligent woman who’d had to swim upstream through a tide of male competitors before a massive stroke stopped her cold. “Anyway, Nash didn’t have to do me the favor. He could’ve just left.”

“Whatever you say.” Koa suddenly stands, taking away his warmth. He plants a boot on a boulder and crosses his arms, looking toward the sound.

“What’s wrong?”

Koa glances back at me, worry darkening his brow. “We found a third seal head, this time on Jawbone Beach.”

An anchor seems to plummet into my gut. Jawbone Beach isn’t a gathering spot for seals. “So the killer brought the head to Jawbone Beach,” I murmur. “But why?”

“Maybe he’s connecting the dots for us. He killed Sanders and wants us to know it.”

If that is true, the killer is still here—watching, gloating. But what is his endgame? Or, more specifically, who?

Koa lowers himself back next to me. “Between the seals and the boars, we need to train more men. It’s just a matter of time before someone gets hurt.”

“You don’t think that boar killed Mr. Sanders?”

“I wouldn’t rule it out. Something’s putting the devil in those pigs.”

“Something unnatural?”

“I don’t know. You’re the biologist.”

“Right,” I say shakily. The boars have certainly been acting erratic, but if I believed something unnatural was inciting them to violence, wouldn’t I also have to believe the same could be true of the sea wolves? Then again, something unnatural has occurred with the sea wolves—I sensed their emotions, and I think they sensed mine. A queasy feeling plucks at my insides.

Koa glances at me wilting beside him. “Good news is, some of the staff have been wanting to be Rifles for years, and they’re extra weight right now. Also, best keep word of this latest seal quiet for now. People are already jumpy as hell. Red’s the only one who knows, and he won’t tell.”

I nod. The beloved Rifle stepped down due to an old leg injury but still labors as hard as any man. If people knew the killer might still be here, it would set Nowhere into a mad panic. “Does this mean you’re not taking the job in Seattle?”

“Got another place to be at the moment.” He cloaks his feelings under a mask of indifference.

“Why do you want to go and ride airplanes? Hurtling through space with nothing to catch you? Might as well strap on the kitchen stove and jump off a cliff.”

His gaze combs over me. “I would think someone who loves danger would understand.”

I stiffen. Before I can fire off a reply, he adds, “Gets you closer to the stars, I guess.” A smile whispers across his face, and for a moment I glimpse that boyish part of him that crept along cattail marshes beside me, hoping for a glimpse of a muskrat.

Then his shield goes back up.

“I’d feel better if someone were watching you at all times. Doesn’t have to be me. In fact, I’d prefer if it weren’t.” One corner of his mouth twitches. “You’re hard on the nerves.”

I elbow him, but not with true annoyance. “A full-time bodyguard is ridiculous, but if it makes you feel better, you can set up a night watch on the big house.” Mr. Sanders did that for the week the governor was visiting.

He slips his hat back on his head and rises. “I already have.”



After locking both doors to my room, I toss and turn in Lydia’s vast bed, missing the snugness of Cookie’s and my room, the way she’d sing old Lummi songs from her childhood to help me sleep. Should I let the sheriff know my suspicion that the murderer may still walk among us? The murder weapon did belong to Shimmelfen, plus he had a strong motive. If I’m wrong, I would be pulling the sheriff off the trail of a vicious murderer for nothing.

I have kept you in the dark about your parents, Mr. Sanders wrote in his letter. I apologize for that, but it was necessary to protect you.

I burrow farther down in the bed, feeling as exposed as a dead seal on a beach.





CHAPTER 17 [image: ]

The room feels much too bright.

Flossie is picking pillows up off the floor. Beyond the small table and chairs, the curtains have been pulled, revealing a blue-gray sky. “Eleven o’clock, miss.”

I bolt upright. I haven’t slept past the early bell, well, ever, and today, Monday, is the first business day of my life as Nowhere’s chief. “How did you get in?”

She nervously sets the pillows on a bench at the foot of the bed. “I was worried about you, and I, well, picked the lock. I decided to let you sleep, as you felt clammy when you went to bed. I’m sorry if I did wrong.”

“You… picked the lock?” I rub my eyes, which feel as if they have been open all night.

“Yes, with a hairpin.” She chews on her lip, posture beginning to hunch.

I can hardly fault her for her concern. But if Flossie can pick the lock, so can others. I will need wedges. “I see. Where is Miss Jack?” I arranged to meet with Eva first thing in the morning.

“At her desk, I believe.”

“Could you fetch her? We can talk over breakfast. Ask her to bring Mr. Sanders’s calendar.”

“But—” She glances at my wrinkled nightgown, then at my determined face. “Yes, right away.”

I use my bathroom, then pull the curtains wider on the marina windows. With the press ships off to deliver their news, only half of our twenty slips are occupied, and the sound is a mostly empty palette of blue. Farther past the marina, the foundry, sawmill, and machine shop form symmetrical wood blocks around the shipyard, which from here looks devoid of activity.

From the windows that look out onto the opposite shore, the clouds hang so low, they threaten to erase the mountain completely. In the garden, workers move with no more purpose than ants after their hill has been kicked. A junior gardener with a thick neck throws down his rake and yells at the yard boy. The yard boy squares up. Mr. Kagaoka trots over and breaks up the fight.

Unsettled, I seat myself at the breakfast table, where the Seattle Daily News has been placed. The front page features a camel being hoisted onto a boat and reads “Arabians Join Allies in Red Sea.” Another headline warns, “Spanish Flu Crosses Globe on Military Transports.”

War and disease rage elsewhere in the world, making the problems at home feel small. My eye drifts to the bottom of the page, where a column has been circled: “Nowhere Heiress Installs Nash Sanders-Byre as President of Sanders Ships.”

The paper crackles as I read:


ORCAS ISLAND, Wash.—Following the grisly demise of its founder, Dakon Sanders of Orcas Island, Washington, Sanders Ships International, longtime builder of luxury boats and watercraft, has appointed Mr. Sanders’s nephew as the president, effective immediately.

“We are thrilled to have Mr. Nash Sanders-Byre join the team,” said Mr. Sveyn Olsgaard, general manager. “With his considerable knowledge of SSI, his youthful vigor, and his can-do spirit, there is no one better poised to take the helm. Simply put, no one understands the running of a family business more than family.”

The bequest of Dakon Sanders’s entire estate, known as Nowhere, to a maid only known as Lucy shocked the nation.



I set the paper down, blood whooshing in my veins. News certainly travels fast. Now I suppose we see how many fish we can reel back in. The article even included a picture of Nash in his college jacket, hair slicked back and showing off those steep Sanders cheekbones.

“Good morning, Lucy.” Eva sweeps in, wearing a gray dress with a French lace collar starched to blade-sharp perfection, and her signature hair bow. Her dark eyes briefly survey the room, then me, my hair in disarray and a too-thick robe hastily tied around me. Her thin lips tighten. Withholding comment, she joins me at the table, setting down a leather-bound calendar book and her notepad.

Flossie follows behind her, carrying a tray of eggs, toast, and a bowl of fruit, which I am glad to see does not contain raspberries, plus a vase with a white rose as round as a snowball, whose soapy fragrance borders on belligerent. She sets it on the table, then pours me a cup of coffee, keeping her distance from Eva.

“Would you like a cup?” I ask the secretary.

“No, thank you,” says Eva, barely glancing at Flossie.

Moving quickly, my maid ports the tray out the door.

Eva’s eyes flit to the newspaper. “Mr. Zephyr telephoned this morning about his yacht,” she briskly informs me.

Surely that is good news, but Eva’s mouth looks carved from stone.

“He’d like to meet the new ‘president.’ As would several other customers.”

The new president. Nash. Of course. I should’ve foreseen this. One favor. That is all. I will need to ask him to continue his charade a bit longer. But what if it backfires and he expects more in return? Favors multiply like rabbits. Daniel once paid me a nickel to do his math; Nash demanded a nickel not to tell on him. Clever then, clever now.

The coffee is hot, and I nearly burn my tongue.

Eva squares her notepad before her, eyes fastened to the page. “My status report contains three items today. One. Morale is low. Mrs. Bonefat reports that the washerwomen won’t go near the beach. I’ve instructed them to use the dahlia garden for now.”

“Good idea.”

“Two. Boots wants to ‘cut the fat.’ The idle workers are beginning to squabble. Perhaps you can discuss the matter over your regular Monday dinner with the Brain Trust tonight.”

My jaw clamps. “How much does it cost to keep them on?” I ask, feeling once again out of my depth.

“Staff and families come to a half a million dollars a year.”

Half a million. What was Mr. Sanders thinking, handing this job over to me? I might own this place, but it doesn’t mean I belong here. If I can get Mr. Zephyr’s sale back, I will leave the running of the business to those who know what they’re doing.

“Three. Gilly only caught two salmon this morning.”

“Can we buy salmon from Mr. Götze’s fishermen?” The German elder with his still-lush silvery hair and knife-like posture controls the fish market here, both the catching and canning on the west side.

I may as well have suggested we buy pine cones for the dark look Eva gives me. “Mr. Sanders would never.”

“Why is that?”

Of course, Mr. Sanders prided himself on needing nothing from anyone, especially the two other island bosses, but this is an unusual year.

“The two were at war ever since June,” she says carefully. “Mr. Sanders accused Mr. Götze of stripping the sound with his fish traps. Mr. Götze offered to stop if Mr. Sanders canceled the gentleman’s agreement.”

We all know of the famous truce by which Götze keeps his fishermen out of our corridor as long as we left his west coast untouched. That has worked out well for Nowhere, since we’ve never needed more salmon than Gilly can catch.

It appears Mr. Götze was getting greedy.

“Mr. Götze said he wouldn’t even come to the fishing derby,” the secretary adds. “Then, of course, Mr. Tavernish pulled out as well.”

The snowball rose blurs in my vision. Mr. Sanders always hosted the end-of-summer contest, in which the three bosses compete for whose men can catch the biggest salmon for their employer. One of Mr. Götze’s men always wins. It’s hard to compete with a business that employs a whole fleet of fishermen.

He must have been furious to forfeit, but angry enough to plant seal heads on our beaches? It would be easy enough to chuck one off a boat. Boats don’t leave tracks. But killing Mr. Sanders seems more of a stretch. As the island’s only cannery owner, Götze would have been my father’s employer. What secrets could he tell me?

Eva has set down her notepad and is gazing at me expectantly.

“Er, very good,” I say, as if I would actually know the difference between a good and a bad status report. The woman is no shirker and seems to get more done in a minute than most do in a day. “I was hoping I could see Mr. Sanders’s schedule.”

Her manicured fingers grip the leather book, then she hands it over.

Each page of the calendar features a block for every day of the week, with entries in both Eva’s typewriter-neat print as well as Mr. Sanders’s emphatic scrawl.

“I logged his meetings in black,” she explains evenly. “Special events, like the Salmon Smokeout, the Gatheround, and the fishing derby are in green. The blue is his own hand.”

I focus on the blue. On the day of the Salmon Smokeout, August 1, he’d scheduled a phone call with someone named Mary Paul at ten in the morning. “Who is this person?”

“A young botany student at the university. I don’t know more than that.”

She wouldn’t have known my father, but would she have heard of him? Perhaps Sanders wanted Miss Paul’s input for Wilds of Orcas Island. He never mentioned her to me. Does she hold the key to whatever he was on the verge of discovering about my father?

“How would I reach her?”

“Through the university number. I can arrange a telephone call, if you’d like.”

“Yes, please. And why is there a red X by her name?”

“Nothing to do with her. Mr. Sanders asked me to mark the days a dead seal was found.”

My breath stalls. Was Mr. Sanders tracking a pattern, starting with this first seal head the day of the Salmon Smokeout? Perhaps he believed the seal killer posed a threat to him. Or to me. Is that why he wrote the letter?

I force in a breath, returning my attention to the page.

Another X has been placed on Monday, August 12—one week ago, two days before Mr. Sanders’s murder. The second seal head. Koa had been worrying over it when he saw me from Crow Point.

On my birthday, the 13th, the same day as Mr. Sanders’s letter to me, he met with Mr. Tavernish of Tavernish Lime, a nobleman of lesser peerage in his native England.

Eva notices my finger on the entry. “Mr. Tavernish came to discuss mining rights on the White Fist.”

I nod. The fist-shaped slab of exposed limestone, two miles north, overlooks the sound and is perfectly positioned for easy quarrying. Bake it, barrel it, then drop it onto boats for export. But Mr. Sanders disdained lime work, which blasted off land one can never get back. “Were you at this meeting?”

“I was in my office next door.”

“So you heard.”

Pink spots bloom on her cheeks. “I try not to, but yes, sometimes when the discussion grows, er, heated.”

An image of Mr. Sanders swinging the tie of his terry-cloth robe with annoyance fills my head. “What was said?”

Eva folds her hands prim as a schoolgirl at a desk. Perhaps the question makes her feel disloyal. “Mr. Sanders said, ‘I know you dumped your lime off the Owasee for the insurance money, and that’s the least of your crimes.’ ”

My mind spins, remembering the thousand barrels of Tavernish lime supposedly lost to fire and dumped at sea. Was it fraud? “What crimes did Mr. Sanders mean?” Like Mr. Götze, Mr. Tavernish was old enough to have known my father. Perhaps one of these crimes concerned my father’s death.

“I don’t know. Then Father Pinnyhorne came by even though he wasn’t on the schedule. We were standing in the hallway when Mr. Tavernish threw open the door. Father Pinnyhorne tried to smooth things, but Mr. Tavernish took one look at him and snapped, ‘God help us all,’ before storming off and leaving his cane and hat. Mr. Sanders lost his temper with the priest too, which he never does.”

“Sounds like quite the dustup.” A vein in my temple has started to throb. “Mr. Tavernish must have been very angry at Mr. Sanders.” Was it possible he had killed Mr. Sanders to silence him?

Eva’s eyes narrow. “What are you getting at? The sheriff has his suspect. Or does this have to do with the seal heads?”

The toast I’ve been chewing suddenly becomes hard to swallow, despite its generous anointing with butter. Eva may be buttoned up, but she doesn’t miss much.

“No. Well, yes.” I shift around on the hard chair, caught by my own net.

Buying some time, I wash the toast down with some juice. The fact is, as much as I wish to prevent a panic on Nowhere, a panic has set up in me, and I need an ally, my own mushroom network through which to pass and receive crucial information for survival. Eva may not like me. But it is clear she feels protective of Mr. Sanders and would want his true killer found. She can help me run the business while I focus on the investigation. The fewer who know, the better, Mr. Sanders wrote. She is just one mushroom.

“I have reason to believe Mr. Sanders’s death is connected to my father’s. He was the one they call the Can Man.”

Someone gasps.

But it is not Eva. At the foot of the unmade bed, Flossie stands still as a heron. She must have slipped through the hidden closet door. How much did she hear?

Two mushrooms will be harder to keep track of than one. Yet networks don’t always grow where you plan them—they spread underground, linking the unlikely together. Flossie is clearly good at hiding in plain sight. Perhaps she can be my eyes and ears.

“Flossie,” I say steadily, “please lock the doors and join us.”
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My barely touched breakfast plate is moved to a credenza, and a chair is added to our small table. Flossie busies herself refreshing my coffee and refolding a napkin into a swan. Eva sits straight, alert as a flag before the pledge.

“Before I explain further, I must warn you that what I am going to share is troubling and must be kept confidential for everyone’s safety.”

Flossie’s eyes grow large. Eva’s pencil begins to tap.

“If you do not think you can, I will release you from the burden of hearing it, and we shall speak no more of it.”

Neither woman stirs. Perhaps they are too stunned. Perhaps each is waiting for the other to blink. “If you are willing, say the word, er, ‘mycelium.’ ” It sounds more formal than “mushroom network.”

Flossie tugs the end of her braid, which I now notice is twisted into an intricate multistrand plait, maybe the flying spindle hairstyle she has been learning. “Is that a bad word?”

“No. It has to do with mushrooms.”

“Oh.” Her eyes graze my mark, visible above the loose neckline of the nightgown, and I cover it with my hand, more out of habit than from embarrassment. It feels cool, but I have noticed it warming and cooling with more regularity ever since the encounter with Jupiter.

Flossie fills her lungs. “If a lady’s maid can’t keep her lady’s secrets, she ain’t worth a slug penny.”

“These are not the kind of secrets a maid should be required to keep,” I say, rolling the lace of my cuffs between my fingers.

“Doesn’t matter. You saved me from the lion’s den, and I will take your secret to my grave.”

I guess the lion’s name is Dora, with whom she shared quarters before the lion was moved to another room. A lady’s maid must have her privacy.

“Mycelium,” Flossie pronounces with the gravity of a priest performing last rites.

We both look at the secretary, who stares at the calendar, as if reading the future.

Eva licks her lips. “Mr. Sanders was a great man. If your secret brings justice for him, then… mycelium.”

I fetch Mr. Sanders’s letter from where I store it in my nightstand, the contents of which I have memorized. Then I fill my lungs with more hope than air.

The young women take the news better than I expect. There are no hysterics, even at the mention of the third seal head found on Jawbone Beach. Eva looks almost relieved, her shoulders dropping, her pencil scratching again.

Flossie’s mouth has drooped open. “Sure and all, that’s one boiled kettle of fish.” Her pert nose wrinkles, watching me refold the letter. “That needs to go somewhere safe. I can store it in my room. When Dora’s bed was moved, I discovered a loose floorboard underneath, where I’ve been stashing my diary.”

“That is hardly a safe place for it,” Eva says crisply, not looking up.

Flossie’s thin brows point like knitting needles. “Well then, what about Banker’s safe?” she ventures, referring to the vault kept by our treasurer near Chapel Hill.

Eva taps her pencil with impatience. “Banker checks the contents daily.”

Flossie crosses her arms, lips clamped in annoyance. She is used to Dora’s cheek, but something about Eva rubs her wrong.

“Floorboard, for now,” I decide. “Keep your door locked and carry your key. I’ll give the letter to Mr. Cosmos when he returns. He will know what to do.”

Eva’s gaze drifts toward the window. “So someone killed your father, and Mr. Sanders wanted to protect you from the murderer.” The words roll cautiously from her tongue. “We have two theories. Theory A: the deaths are unrelated.” Her pencil draws emphatic lines. “Theory B: the same killer struck both. Perhaps this person realized Mr. Sanders was onto him and silenced him. The closeness of timing—your conversation, same manner of death—makes this plausible.”

Eva’s logical nature is a cooling salve to my anxious mind.

I sip lukewarm coffee. “The sheriff said no investigation was done on the Can Man. He thought it mostly fable.”

“Then let him pursue theory A,” Eva replies smoothly, “while we focus on B.”

“What do the seals have to do with the murders?” Flossie blurts.

“It’s possible they aren’t related,” I throw out. “The seal killings could be a prank.”

“Or the Orkus.” Flossie slaps a hand to her mouth.

“It’s okay.” Better to say it aloud than let the word prowl in shadows. “It is not the work of a demon, but it may be the work of some ordinary devil.”

Flossie’s gaze climbs around me. “Maybe, in order to catch this devil, you need to find out who your da was. Me own da had more enemies than mates, mostly folks he owed money. Your da worked at the cannery, did he now? Mr. Götze might remember him.”

“Do you think Mr. Götze and Mr. Tavernish would meet with me?”

Eva’s longish nose twitches. “Unlikely. They are both of the mind that women should mind the parlor. Perhaps if Nash were the one meeting with them…”

I drop my head in my hands. If Nash met with them, how could I possibly examine them?

“Throw a party,” Flossie says abruptly.

“I’m sorry, this is hardly the time to throw a party, even if I had any friends—”

“The maid is right.”

Flossie bristles at the title, despite Eva’s support. Not noticing, Eva lifts herself out of her chair and paces. “A party will allow you to question Mr. Tavernish and Mr. Götze without raising suspicions. And we can invite Mr. Zephyr, along with the other customers who’ve requested to meet the new ‘president.’ ”

More animated than I’ve ever seen her, Eva returns to her chair and begins ticking off the numbered items on her status report. “Three: A party will give the staff something to do. And”—her eyes sharpen—“one has already been planned.”

Flossie gasps. “The Gatheround.”

“Yes. We’ve been planning it for months. People will assume it has been canceled, but we can revive it.”

“And you can finally wear that toe-stubbing man-tamer,” Flossie says with a triumphant finality. “It’ll make all the boys trip.”

“B-but,” I say, my thoughts as sluggish as walking on sand, “we are in mourning…”

“We make a statement that the party is in celebration of Mr. Sanders’s life.” Eva holds her head high, looking as determined as a buoy in choppy waters.

The thought of asking Nash for another favor makes me want to impale myself on the closest conifer. But if throwing a party is what it takes to catch a killer, bring on the man-tamer.
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According to the grooms, Nash went for a ride into town soon after breakfast. With Nash now leaving on tonight’s evening ferry, I consent to being driven there by Koa in Mr. Sanders’s Ford Model T, four times faster than a horse, twice as unpredictable.

The weeping cedars in the driveway snake about in the early afternoon breeze, while a glare pours down from the cloud layer. Koa, dressed in tapered trousers, a loose casual jacket he wears on days off, and a cap, checks one wheel of the shiny black roadster. His ease with this wingless metal box twists my insides. One day he will fly away, and who will catch him if he falls?

“Where to?” He rolls his eyes at my scouting duds.

After that mortifying mishap with Nash, I have decided to reserve fussy clothes to occasions of absolute necessity.

“The Dry House.” Nowhere prides itself on having its own bar, but the Dry House, in the main town of Eastsound—not to be confused with the body of water, the East Sound—is for when you need to get away.

Koa hefts an eyebrow as he hands me in, but I avoid mentioning Nash, not wishing to disturb the peace just yet. The leather seat feels as tight as a tufted footstool, and the wood dashboard slips under my hand. We all wanted a ride when the car arrived last year, but only children were allowed that privilege, and that did not include me. Mr. Sanders did the driving himself.

Koa moves to the front and cranks the engine several times, then returns to the cabin and moves a switch. Back outside he goes, now cranking the other way. Perhaps he actually has no idea what he’s doing.

“You sure you know how to handle this cranky-puss?” I call out the open window.

The engine groans to life.

Koa slides into the driver’s seat, throwing me half a smile. “You’re not that cranky.”

I feign disgust, though I am glad to return to our familiar jokey ways. He moves the pedals. Eastsound lies five miles north on the narrow strip of land bridging the island’s two main legs.

Our cheerful yellow bee farm lies at the edge of an orchard. Monday is honey duty. I spot Dora trailing beside the bee farmer and his wife, all of them dressed in long-sleeved protective suits with wicker hats and long veils. The farmer and his wife look up but don’t return my wave.

Koa glances at me sitting tightly beside him. “They’re still getting used to you.”

“They’ve known me all my life.”

“Just takes time. You could throw another Smokeout.” He slows for a Douglas squirrel scurrying across the road. “People loved that. Sanders behind the grill, serving.”

“Actually, I’ve decided to hold the Gatheround.”

He glances at me, maybe to check if I am joking. “I thought we were hunting a murderer.”

“Exactly.” I relay my conversation with Eva and Flossie, watching his gloves strangle the steering wheel as I get to the part about Nash resuming his presidential role. “Do you need to drive so fast?”

“If City Rat says no, I want to make sure he makes that ferry.”

I feel my forehead pinch. “Whatever happens, keep your lid on. I need Nash’s help for this to work. Don’t antagonize him. I mean it.”

“You’re the boss.” His mouth sets in a grim line. “So how are you going to get that lunkhead to agree?”

“Sometimes people do things because it’s the right thing to do.”

He snorts. “You mean the guy who took a Specialty out for a joyride? I wouldn’t trust him so easy. With you out of the way, he’d be richer than ever.” His eyes catch mine in the rearview mirror. I realize I’ve been rubbing my thumbs and force myself to stop.

Nash is slippery, yes—but not murderous. Still, I need to stay sharp.

“Sounds like a security nightmare,” Koa mutters when I don’t answer. “I shifted the patrols from Mount Consternation to the beaches, but it feels like we’re always a step behind with those seals.” He drags a hand down his face.

“How are the new recruits coming along?”

“Boots gave me the Skansie brothers and Horlick. Red’s going over basics with them now.”

I crease wrinkles into my trousers. As part of the shipbuilding crew, the Skansies are meticulous, but they are used to keeping boats watertight, not crowds from mutiny. Horlick, the junior gardener I saw brawling with the yard boy this morning, once applied to be a Rifle. Boots said he was too rough in the neck for guard duty—despite being named after malted milk—and handed him a hoe instead. Red will have his work cut out.

The tree cover thins, changing to plum orchards, and soon Eastsound comes into view. It is a lick of a town, anchored by the Dry House on one end and a Methodist church on the other, so one can go from distillation to purification in the span of an afternoon.

Koa switches off the engine. In the stable pen, the hardy Appaloosa that Father Pinnyhorne favors for his many parishioner visits dips her head in a watering trough.

He coughs in irritation. “Don’t tell me that lunkhead took Blessing.”

We disembark, and he leads me to the handsome blond-brick Dry House, its wide windows drinking in the deep view of the sound. I’ve only run errands here a handful of times. Folks have already started drowning their sorrows, filling up most chairs at the bar.

Nash is playing a loud game of cards at a corner table. Three young men whom I recognize as members of our stalled shipbuilding crew seem to be emptying their pockets to him, and I can’t help worrying how he might empty mine, metaphorically speaking.

At Koa’s approach, the shipbuilders finally notice us and scramble to their feet. Nash rises, too, but at an unhurried pace. Ignoring him, Koa clasps hands with the shipbuilders and receives hearty greetings back, though they eye me with unease. “Show some respect to Miss Lucy,” Koa barks good-naturedly.

The men doff their caps and murmur greetings.

Throwing me a grin, Nash bows over my hand. “The queen has ventured outside her realm.”

Koa blows out an annoyed breath.

Nash eyes him. “And brought her delightful knight,” he adds coolly.

“Blessing’s had a cold,” Koa growls. “Not that you ever worried much about horses.”

I suck in my breath. Why is he bringing up that decades-old score? Daniel and Nash once tried to catch fish by shooting pistols into Cascade Lake, and the gunshot spooked Koa’s mare, sending Koa tumbling. Koa never loses his seat. He forgave Daniel, who gave a genuine apology, but not his rascally cousin, whose excuses he considered fake.

Nash’s eyebrows pique. “My apologies. It’s just that Blessing and I get on so well. She can’t get enough of me.”

I can see Koa spoiling for a fight, but I give him a hard look, and he lets the ridiculous remark roll over him.

“Boys.” Koa ticks his head to an adjacent table, far enough to be out of earshot from Nash and me. The men follow him with their beers and cards.

I seat myself at the head of the table, preferring the view of the sound to Nash’s gripping gaze. He sprawls diagonally from me, facing Koa one table away. Nash catches Koa frowning at the gaudy pile of Nash’s winnings on the table, but makes no move to remove it, as would be polite.

“What can I get you?” the barkeep calls from the bar to me, blinking in surprise when he sees I am a girl. “I do have apple juice.”

Eyes convene on me, and chuckles fill the room. Now I certainly cannot have apple juice. But besides a bit of hard cider on holidays and some medicinal sherry, I leave the spirits alone. Ladies do not drink beer, and wine seems too formal.

Somehow this feels like a test.

Nash grins, clearly happy to see me squirm. I glance at his glass of amber liquid. “I’ll have what he’s having.”

That stretches Nash’s smile even wider, and soon I’m staring down at my own glass of amber inferno.

“To many more unexpected meetings,” he says, clinking glasses with me.

I’m not sure I want to drink to that, but I do it anyway.

It is like pouring a live flame into my mouth. I cough, spraying Nash in the face. He dabs his laughing eyes with a handkerchief.

“Forty-year-old single-malt ‘moon scotch’ is the strongest thing here. It’ll rocket you to the moon if you drink it real fast.”

“I happen to like Earth.”

Nash’s long fingers idly circle the rim of his glass, his rumpled blue-threaded shirt pushed up to the forearms. “Then drink it slow, though I warn you, you might get visions. I’ve built up a tolerance, but I’m still seeing one right now. And she looks like she needs a favor.”

Heat creeps up my throat. “As it turns out, I need you to play your part a while longer. Mr. Zephyr would like to meet the ‘president,’ and so I’ve decided to hold the Gatheround after all.”

“Poor Lucy. It’s not easy being an heiress, is it? But I’m afraid my schedule is quite busy.”

“What could you possibly be doing?”

He clutches his chest. “Cruel. But since you asked, I am expected in Seattle to pluck my father out of his current financial sinkhole and afterward”—his smile tilts devilishly—“I have an important date to keep with a lady who will not be kept waiting.”

My curious tongue begins formulating questions, but I seal my lips. His business is not my business. “Well then, when is this date?”

“Next Wednesday.”

“The Gatheround is this Saturday. Can you not work it in?”

“That’s a lot of ferrying about. And there is the matter of payment.”

“Of course. How much?” I can feel Koa glaring at us.

“Your boyfriend can’t keep his eyes off you.” He gives Koa a two-fingered salute, but Koa’s grim expression does not change.

“He’s not my boyfriend.”

“Does he know that? He’s throwing me off my game.”

“So I am a game? I doubt your lady friend would appreciate hearing that.”

“I never said lady ‘friend.’ ” His grin sharpens. “The lady I referred to is a train, the Phoebe Star. I start officer training next week in Ohio.”

“So you are still planning to enlist, even though your uncle disapproved. You know about the Spanish flu, don’t you?”

“It is an honor to serve one’s country,” he says without emotion, but I cannot imagine he could be so blasé.

“What are your terms, then?”

He scoots his chair closer to me, drawing Koa’s sharp eyes again, maybe on purpose. “Go to the moon with me.” He nods toward my glass. “It’s Monday now. The business in Seattle will take a couple of days. I’ll be back for your Saturday party. Then you can have me until next Wednesday.” He lifts his glass and winks.

Koa has begun to rise from his chair.

“Agreed.” Single-malt whiskey might feel like sticking a hot greased pitchfork down my throat, but it will be over quickly. “Bottoms up.”
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Flossie is fanning me.

Seeing my eyes flutter open, she stops and rings the call button that connects to the office. Then she brings a glass of water tinged with lemon to my lips. “You passed out. Heard it was scotch that did you in.”

“It was a generous pour.”

“Koa brought you up. Just lifted you in his arms like you were a coat he didn’t want to wrinkle and sailed right up three flights of stairs.”

A knock comes at the door, and soon Eva is standing beside my bed as well, her notepad tucked under her arm. “How are you feeling?”

I sit up. “Fine,” I say, though my head feels like it is being elbowed on all sides. I glance toward the still-bright windows. My stomach feels empty, which raises the dreadful question of whether I merely swooned or also spewed.

Never mind. I don’t really want to know.

“Nash isn’t fine,” Flossie volunteers. “Koa punched him in the face.”

Water goes up my nose. “What? Why?”

Flossie takes my glass and passes me a handkerchief. “You tell us.”

I groan, the knocking at the base of my skull louder than a diesel engine. Now who has the head of cast iron? I specifically asked Koa to behave. How is Nash supposed to win over customers with a busted face? It was just a drink. “Nash agreed to continue the charade, and I was simply sealing the deal. How bad is it?”

“He’s got a shiner,” Flossie says cheerfully. “Cookie gave him her arnica poultice, but I’d advise steering him clear of Koa.”

Poor Nash. Another missed ferry. Another debt to pay.

“I’ve already informed Mr. Zephyr,” Eva says crisply, “though Sveyn and Boots might protest the Gatheround at your dinner tonight.”

“But it’s your decision,” Flossie cuts in. “I’ve been keeping my eye on those two like you asked, and one thing’s for sure: They’re pushy as locomotives. But you’re the conductor.” Flossie flourishes one of Lydia’s dinner dresses—a plum-hued silk with a black lace overlay—and I recoil.

“You can’t be hitting the dinner table in scouting duds. It wouldn’t be proper. And if you want to be seen as serious, best be dressing the part.”

I nod, knowing she is right. “Will it just be the three of us at dinner?” I ask, not liking the idea of being outnumbered again.

Eva glances at her pocket watch. “Nash has a standing invitation to the family dining room, but of course, he probably wants a rest.”

“Of course. Might you join as well?”

“Me?” Eva’s composure cracks; she looks almost startled.

“Yes. Why not you?”

“I—I’m not sure it’s appropriate. Mr. Sanders would never have…” She bites her lip.

It occurs to me I don’t know where the secretary takes her meals, as she never eats with the staff. “I think it’s appropriate. I’m relying on you to help me run the business. Your presence is essential.”

Besides, the men have tried to outjockey me once. This time I will bring my own cavalry.



I shrink in size as soon as I step into the family dining room. How often have I been called to help carry dishes, adjust sauces, or set places here when extra hands were needed? And now I must take my place at the head of the table, where the silver has been polished to a high shine and the water cup placed at the perfect forty-five-degree angle to the dinner knife.

Sveyn and Boots, in their dark suits, are deep into their whispering. I catch Sveyn’s words—“Surely he’d agree with us; the money’s there for the taking”—before he notices Eva and me and abruptly hushes.

What are they on about? What money?

They get to their feet, more out of obligation than true respect.

“Gentlemen,” I say, feigning ease.

A single Chinook salmon stares glassily from the wall. Fish out of water. Me too. More manly collectibles decorate the space between the tall windows: a display of trophy cups, a porpoise skeleton. The largest of the glass-bottom boat lamps unique to the house stretches the length of the table, light shining out from bow to stern.

Buddy peels himself off a wall and holds out an enormous chair for me, and I manage to coordinate planting my rump with his chair-scooting without incident. Eva, still attired in her gray suit with lace collar, is helped into place by Yates at my left, facing the Brain Trust.

The butler and the footman then do their practiced dance around the table, placing napkins and pouring wine.

Sveyn wastes no time. “We heard your Rifle inflicted violence upon Nash.” His beard bounces like a bell rope.

My limbs lock up at his accusatory tone, despite my annoyance at Koa. “Koa believed he was protecting me.”

“Perhaps his judgment is off.” Boots sniffs his leek soup, which needs to be strained several times to get perfectly smooth. He is cautious with everything. “He should be reprimanded. Bad enough he needs more Rifles for kids’ pranks. I always thought Dakon promoted him too early.”

Clearly neither he nor Sveyn is worried about the seals. Assuming they are not the killers, how differently might they act if they knew one was on the loose? Or perhaps they are the murderers, acting jointly to take whatever easy money they were whispering about.

“Oh please, there is no need for action on my account.” Nash strolls in, Mrs. Bonefat like a shadow behind him. Our pretend president’s face is pale, and there’s a red bruise and a cut under his eye. Yet the injury is like a chip on a well-designed cup that somehow brings out the fairness of the crockery even more. “I was on my second glass of moon scotch. Hardly felt a thing.”

His gaze slides to me, and my shoulders suddenly feel bare, despite the black lace covering them, and the kerchief I insisted on wearing.

“If my mother were here, she’d want to paint your portrait.” Nash nods toward a painting of a woman bent over a sewing machine on the beach, one of the few items of tasteful decoration here. “That is one of hers. She found that traveling seamstress in West Sound.”

A dark dinner jacket swings easily over his narrow trousers as he makes his way to a chair, easy as a whistling bluejay. “Yates, I’d love a martini with two olives.”

Yates murmurs assent and shuffles to the sideboard.

Sveyn, scraping the bottom of his bowl, boasts, “Viridian once offered to paint my portrait, you know. Said my face ‘told a story.’ ”

“Is it one that keeps children up at night?” asks Boots with a smirk.

Nash laughs. “Mother had an eye for memorable characters.”

I can’t help envying his easy camaraderie with the Brain Trust. Did the whispers—the money’s there for the taking—refer to him? What if Sveyn and Boots had jointly disposed of Mr. Sanders, believing his carefree replacement—Nash—would be easy to manipulate into whatever they were scheming?

A glop of soup drops onto my lap, where, thankfully, a napkin has been placed. It strikes me that a dinner gown seems designed more to hinder the consumption of food than aid in it, with its figure-hugging bodice and fine fabric in constant danger of ruin.

“Sounds like your mother was an adventurer.” I inject myself into the conversation. What other memorable characters might his mother have drawn? Could she have ever met my father?

“It takes one to know one. The Lady Vee is always at your service, should you want a ride.”

Nash and Daniel used to take his mother’s speedboat on their jaunts, and it hasn’t seen much action since Daniel’s death. But I can hardly see myself racing about in that pleasure craft. A canoe is more my speed.

Empty soup bowls are swapped out for clean plates.

“Thank you. Of course, with the Gatheround, we shall be very busy,” I say, attempting to redirect the conversation.

Eva gives me a subtle nod.

“On that subject, it is hardly the time or place for a celebration,” Sveyn grumbles. “The Gatheround should be an intimate dinner for customers only. No staff.”

No staff? That would make morale even worse than it is now. Everyone attends the Gatheround, and even the staff chosen to work it have a good time. Eva keeps her gaze affixed to the boat chandelier. It is up to me to maneuver us out of this situation. It is my estate, after all.

“The Gatheround was Mr. Sanders’s favorite event of the year, even more than the fishing derby, and to honor him, we shall keep all the traditions. The entire staff will be welcome.”

Sveyn sets down his wineglass hard enough to crack it, and Buddy, scraping crumbs from the table, sucks in his breath.

“Think of the publicity.” Eva inserts her words lightly, but they land as solid as coins in a fountain. “Surely all the newspapers will want to write about it.”

Sveyn and Boots glance at each other, doubt filling their expressions.

Nash, slouched in his chair and observing us, props himself up on an elbow. “I, for one, always look forward to the hankie-auction tradition.” He raises his martini. “A toast, then, to the heiress of Nowhere, skillfully navigating our ship into abundant waters.”

Glasses are lifted, and the toast is consummated. As I sip, I notice a sly look passing between Boots and Sveyn. The money’s there for the taking.

If those two are plotting against me, the Gatheround could be a dismal failure, advertising to all the weakness of our enterprise. Then who will smell the blood in the water?

And who will close in for the kill?
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The men retire to the smoking room, and Eva sets off for her corner room in the servants’ wing. As one of the business employees, she is entitled to her own cottage on Chapel Hill, but she prefers the big house.

Rather than suffer the smoke and watery eyes, I summon Buddy and Mrs. Bonefat to the reception room. Out of habit, I avoid stepping on the compass rose mosaic, which uncannily throws every sound back at the speaker. The pair, who together oversee the workings of the entire big house, stand at attention, as straight as the pipes on the Aeolian organ. You could tie a plumb bob to Buddy’s chin and use him to measure drapes. It is the end of the day, and so Mrs. Bonefat’s face looks alert and pinched, but Buddy’s hair is still neatly combed and his somber tailcoat brushed of lint.

Could Buddy be the target of Mrs. Bonefat’s affections? I doubt it. The two work together closely, but I get the feeling Buddy does not care for women in a romantic sense.

“I have been informed that staff morale is low.”

Mrs. Bonefat’s face pinches even deeper. “Yes, the nurse has been prescribing Ladies’ Helper for nerves, but laudanum is hardly the answer. Good hard work, on the other hand…”

“Agreed. And on that note, I would like some, er, improvements to be made to the house. We need to win back a key client and must put our best foot forward.” I take a deep breath, anticipating resistance. But I have always hated the endless crushing weight of the décor, which makes me feel like I have been swallowed by some giant beast. The Gatheround may be an opportunity to lift some of the gloom shrouding this house.

“Very good, Miss.” Buddy bows slightly. “What sort of improvements?”

“Changing the carpets and the drapes.” I frown at the offending rugs. “Scarlet and gray are… outdated.” I refrain from comparisons to veins or arteries.

I swear I see a second silver jag began to streak through Mrs. Bonefat’s black hair. “The carpets are built to last several generations—custom cut, too,” she sniffs.

Buddy fiddles with his tie. “Er, what colors would you suggest?”

“I would like something more, well, optimistic. Let the press write about a house poised for the future, not one mired in tragedy.” I’m not sure where those words come from. Perhaps a little business sense has rubbed off on me.

Mrs. Bonefat coils like a spring. She might’ve gone along with my stewardship initially, but I can feel her backtracking. “Changing carpets will hardly help calm nerves.” Even the cat on her cameo looks ready to pounce.

I doubt she ever showed Mr. Sanders such testiness, but I don’t really blame her. “No, but perhaps changing the outlook will. What colors do you think Mrs. Sanders would’ve chosen?” Mrs. Bonefat had a fondness for Lydia.

“Lydia?” Mrs. Bonefat blinks, clearly taken aback. “I—well, I will have to think about that.”

“I am confident you and your staff can get the carpets and drapes replaced by the Gatheround. Upholstery can wait.”

“In five days?” Mrs. Bonefat nearly screeches.

Buddy inches away from Mrs. Bonefat, who has taken on the look of a cobra reared up to strike. “We will do our best,” he says calmly.

Mrs. Bonefat glares at him. “It will be expensive to rush an order. The staff will have to work overtime.”

“Let me worry about the expense,” I say. If changing the scenery can bring about peace of mind, it will be money well spent. “Think of it like Christmas. December is our busiest time, with all the tree lighting and the wreathing. But morale is never low during December.”

“Very true, Miss,” says Buddy.

“Christmas,” Mrs. Bonefat spits out the word like a seed. “Nonsense.”

I bid them good night, certain that I have made another enemy.



Koa will probably be waiting by the Peace Rock the way he does most nights, but I will not be showing up. He has been looking for an excuse to fall his fists upon Nash’s face for a long time. But couldn’t he put aside his personal grievances for one moment? He knows the quandary I am in. I feel sick, thinking about how everything could’ve gone sideways.

Still simmering, I steer my feet toward one of the hidden reception room doors leading to the kitchen. I haven’t had a moment to speak with Cookie yet.

The kitchen is at rest, pots hung back on the center rack, the long table scrubbed and set with bowls. Cookie looks up from her dough, her mobcap quivering with each knead. Flour dusts her forearms like pale gloves. I tie on an apron and wash my hands.

“You are higher than the kitchen, at least in this house.”

“You don’t believe that.”

“Doesn’t matter what I think.”

“Yes, it does.”

Her shoulders loosen and she nods at a chair. Joining her, I sink my fingers into the dough, liking the feel of its pillowy softness in my hot hands. “Why is Dora not here helping you?”

“I sent her up. Without you and Flossie, she has lost her community.”

“She can’t stand me.”

Cookie doesn’t bother explaining. My fair-faced nemesis cares as much for me as an axe thrower cares for a sturdy target. But I suppose even axe throwers can get lonely. I squeeze the dough too hard, and it oozes through my fingers.

Cookie shakes her head. “It’s not just her. People don’t feel like working much these days. Busy feeling scared. Mr. Sanders wouldn’t like it. He always said, ‘Good hard work is the answer to all your troubles.’ ”

I nod. Good hard work was how he got past Daniel’s death, and maybe my father’s, too.

“You were one of his first employees. Did he ever tell you how he came by all his wealth?”

She keeps her eyes fixed to her dough, silent.

We knead in unison, the rhythm filling the space where words should be. I think she is finished talking for the day when she heaves a sigh. “August of 1900. Heard a man needed a cook on Orcas Island. No one wanted to come after the Salmon Calamity, and then the Can Man murder right after. Didn’t expect looking after a newborn would be part of the job.”

Her eyebrows become two pointed arrows. She means me. Her honesty stings me. Though she was an authority figure in my life, Cookie always left me to my own devices, like I was a puzzle she didn’t want to figure out. I figured she was just too busy running the kitchen. But she never asked to be the stand-in mother for a mysterious orphan.

Seeing me deflate, she adds, “It’s not your fault. I’m just being plain. Back then, Mr. Sanders only had five acres. Said it was enough. Swore he’d never take more than he could use. A tree only needs so much rain, or its heartwood will start to rot.” Her mouth knots tight. I have never heard Cookie speak a word against Mr. Sanders before this. Of course, as one of his longest employees she is entitled to some bitterness over his death. “Now here we are, one thousand acres later.” She shakes her head.

“What was this Salmon Calamity?” Knead, push, knead, push.

“Some of the sea wolves busted through Götze’s fish traps. Cost him a fortune. Not sure how he stayed in business.”

My hands still. The sea wolves could splinter the wood pilings and netting like matchsticks. “Why would the sea wolves do that?”

“Depends on who you ask.” She flicks dough from her finger. “Some say the evil spirit didn’t like those fish traps. Sent the sea wolves to destroy them.”

“What do you think?”

She punches her knuckles into her mass. “I think if I were a sea wolf and I saw a giant net of free fish, I’d help myself, too. Mr. Götze took more than his share. I bet he doesn’t even offer the bones back.”

Cookie always takes the salmon bones back to the sea herself, so the spirit of the fish can rejoin their kin and one day use the bones to return.

“He’s started using traps again,” I say. “Why isn’t he afraid the sea wolves will destroy those, too?”

“They say he’s hired guards to shoot them if they come close.”

My breath hisses out. The memory of a sea wolf with a dorsal fin hanging like a broken sail, its pain sharp as iron, surges up. Perhaps the shootings are why Gilly’s nets come back empty—the sea wolves have found easier prey here.

We both take our annoyance out on the dough. My thoughts spin back to the the Salmon Calamity and my father’s death soon after. A fortune was won by him and Mr. Sanders. Another was lost by Mr. Götze. But who was the real winner?

Perhaps someone at the Chinese camp will know. A bubble of dread rises in me. From the ferry rides around the island we used to take as children, I remember the No Trespassing signs staked at the edges of the grounds where Götze confines his Chinese workers. One doesn’t just wander past those signs, easy as duck soup, and start asking questions. They might not even speak English.

On my way out, I pass the butler’s pantry. The door is half open, the light burning—a sight as unsettling as Buddy leaving a fork crooked on a table. He is always meticulous about locking his pantry when he is not around. Mr. Sanders quips in my head: See, boys, success is the sum of details. Don’t overlook them.

I step into the room, feeling like an intruder. They are all your rooms, rings Mrs. Bonefat’s high-minded voice. Locked wall cabinets gleam with the silver collection. A shelf houses a small collection of Mr. Sanders’s favorite wines, brought up from the cellar.

The butler’s desk is spotless. I’m about to leave when I notice that one of the desk drawers is not quite pushed flush. I hardly need more of an invitation. Sliding it open, I find a pack of pinochle cards and—my heart jerks—the miniature black raven figurine from the library, a marbled pen that was one of Mr. Sanders’s favorites, and the guillotine cigar-cutter.

What are these doing here? The cigar-cutter last sat in Yates’s pocket just yesterday, and I’d assumed he was clearing the table. Perhaps Buddy intends to polish them, but why not leave them in plain sight?

Or perhaps I must be more vigilant over who is serving the food. If Shimmelfen is the killer, perhaps he did have an accomplice… or two—his pinochle partners. The valet and Buddy were Mr. Sanders’s closest servants and knew the details of his schedule and personal habits.

I close the drawer and hurry out.

Sleep doesn’t come easily, hindered not only by my long nap earlier but also by thoughts of duplicitous servants. Good hard work is the answer to all your troubles, Mr. Sanders would say. Perhaps sketching will put my mind at ease. Still in my nightgown, I remove the wedge from my main door—Flossie insists on it now—then fetch my picture of Shadow and Scull, forgotten in my satchel. Moving like a piece of the darkness with only the light of the hallway to guide me, I descend to Mr. Sanders’s office.

Through the floor-to-ceiling windows, the moon hangs like a steel cuff, waiting to lock me up. In the black void of the ocean, Shadow and Scull sleep more soundly than me. When someone cares for you, you have a place. You belong, no matter where you find yourself standing.

The creak of a floorboard sends a jolt through my heart. Dropping my picture, I quickly find the switch, and the glass-bottom boat lamp floods the room with light. “Who’s there?” I call.

Silence. The office is empty. But the hallway? Grabbing a heavy glass ashtray, I cautiously approach the dark passage, my pulse racing, and snap on the lights.

Mahogany walls and scarlet carpet runners stretch in either direction.

It must have been my rampant imagination. Still, with my every nerve jumping, there will be no sleep now. I retrieve the prototype for Wilds of Orcas Island from a bookshelf. The pages send up smells of glue and ink as I flip through them: over a hundred entries, written in Mr. Sanders’s voice as an amateur scientist. I find the page Mr. Sanders reserved for the sea wolves and insert my drawing.

When I reach the last numbered sheet—250—I’m about to close the book, when two scribbled words catch my eye: China blue. They weren’t there when I confronted Mr. Sanders. That page was blank.

Is it a plant? An animal? A fungus? It might’ve been the last thing he wrote before he died.

China blue, will you point the way to the killer?
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Nowhere is abuzz. The noise starts soon after Tuesday’s morning bell has rung—the banging of the jackhammers, the shriek of Mr. Sanders’s prized compressed-air drill, the clatter of equipment being moved. The Gatheround will start at four p.m. on Saturday. Only four and a half days to turn our somber fortress of grief and dread into the party house of the year.

From the round balcony, I watch people move about the reception room, scrubbing walls and measuring the carpets, while Eva reads me her report. Elegantly draped in a silk blouse and a charcoal skirt with a scalloped hem, she is a sharp contrast to me, once again dressed in Daniel’s comfortable clothes. With the unpredictable flaring of my mark, I have taken to wearing my kerchief loosely and wish I could give it up altogether.

“The couriers have been sent to Mr. Tavernish, his daughter Temperance and her family, and Mr. Götze with our invitations,” says Eva. “I’ve also left a message for Miss Paul. Apparently, she is on an expedition and will not be back for weeks.”

“Weeks!” My shoulders sag. I had high hopes for the young botany student, who might at least know of my father. But nothing can be done about that. I have my own expedition to worry about. If I leave soon, I can catch the cannery workers at their midday meal. “I hope to be back from the Chinese camp by two.”

“You should not go by yourself.”

“I know how to drive.” All children growing up in Nowhere are given lessons on boating and water safety. “And I cannot risk anyone else finding out.”

“What about Koa?”

“He’s training the new recruits.” Not to mention, I’m not over being angry at him.

“Flossie?”

“Today she is ‘helping’ the washerwomen.”

“Ah.” She gives me a knowing nod. Though the laundry is on the verge of growing legs and walking off, Flossie’s true mission is tending the gossip mill.

“Why don’t you join me?”

Her expression grows stony and her voice cools. “I’m sorry, that will not be possible.”

Have I offended her? Perhaps she considers the task beneath her station. The polished shells of her fingernails pale as she grips the thick banister. I should not have been so quick to assume she’d be game for my admittedly bold excursion, even if she is helping me investigate a murder. “Just as well—you have many things on your plate already,” I begin, but to my surprise, she is briskly walking away.



Before going to Viridian House to ask Nash for use of the Lady Vee, I detour to a clearing beyond the Rifle House, where the guards train. A line of stumps has been placed with bottles for shooting, and the soft ground is covered by fir needles. Koa is running the new recruits through hand-to-hand combat. Shirt off, his stomach is as tight as a tiled roof, gleaming under a sheen of sweat.

The two rangy Skansie brothers seem to be jumping onto stumps in their grass-stained overalls and heavy work boots, which will need to be swapped out for the more nimble costumes of the Rifles. Koa squares off with the third recruit, the brash Horlick, whose dark blond hair tufts give him bull horns. Already ruddy in the face, Horlick throws a punch, but Koa leans to one side, easily unbalancing him. Horlick swings again, and this time Koa catches his wrist, using Horlick’s own weight to topple him.

Horlick erupts in curses, but Koa pulls him to his feet and slaps him on the back. Then Koa notices me by the fence post, and his face hardens. As if he has any right to be angry. He grabs his shirt from a stump, then jogs toward me, his gold nugget like a glowing coal against his smooth chest.

“Do you know any Chinese words?” I demand before he can scold. His father spoke quite a few of them, growing up in the Hawaiian Islands.

“Which ones are you looking for?”

“ ‘Father’?”

“ ‘Ba,’ ” he says easily.

“ ‘Friend’?”

His eyes float to a dirty pile of clouds. “ ‘Pang yau,’ I think.”

“ ‘Salmon Calamity’?”

Amusement flits across his face. He eyes my outfit, over which I’ve added a thick sweater. “What are you up to?”

Keeping my voice all business, I relay to him Cookie’s story about Götze’s ruined fish traps. “I’d like to pay the Chinese camp a visit.”

“One terrible idea deserves another.”

My temper flares, and I’m of a mind to give him an earful in front of the recruits. “I didn’t ask for your opinion.”

“No, but you’re getting it because that’s what you pay me for. How are you getting there?”

“A boat, obviously.”

“You know, this thing between us only works if you’re honest with me.” He moves two fingers between us.

“ ‘Us’?” I demand. “We are hardly an ‘us.’ ”

“I meant you, my boss, and me, your guard,” he forces through his straight teeth. “What ‘us’ did you mean?”

My skin erupts in flames. Good thing the field is clear of trees or tinder. “You shouldn’t have punched Nash. I specifically asked you to keep a lid on it.”

“He had it coming. You let him take too many liberties, and I don’t know why you trust him.”

“I don’t trust him,” I say, folding my arms tight. “But I knew what I was doing and I didn’t need your help. He could’ve said no, and then what? Do you have a plan for running this estate?”

A muscle in his cheek twitches. The recruits are openly staring. His eyes become nails, driven straight through me. He briskly rolls down his sleeves. “Your new Rifles should be up to speed by this Saturday’s party. Don’t go boating without an escort.” He is already walking away.

I stomp back the way I came. He thinks I let Nash take too many liberties? I dig my nails into my sleeve cuffs. Without my willingness to take risks, those men wouldn’t be installing new benches around the entrance, would they? The grain house wouldn’t be back milling the flour, and the electricians wouldn’t be installing twinkling lights around the trees. Somehow, the boy I used to race hermit crabs with has become a man I wish to throttle.

I knock at Viridian House. The door creaks open to reveal Nash in a robe and not much else, looking like he’s just rolled out of a portrait of a dissolute duke. The bruise at his eye has ripened to a dramatic plum.

“May I borrow the Lady Vee?”

He grins. “Where do you want to go?”

“Far West Bay. I need a small and quick craft that will not arouse notice.” The Specialties are large, attention-grabbing beauties with loud diesel engines. I could go by horse, but that would take all day, even if I drove the Ford automobile to Eastsound, where the paved road ends.

“As long as we are back in time for the afternoon ferry. The Lady Vee never sails alone. She requires her devoted captain and a picnic basket.”

“I do not need your company,” I reply, still bristling from Koa’s disapproval.

He presses a hand to his chest, staggering back half a step. “Cruel heiress! You wound me, even in my ruined and fragile state.”

“You look fine,” I mutter.

His grin widens. “Ah, then you were looking. I’ll fetch my trousers.”



A cedar root basket with geometric designs bounces against my hip as I stomp down the sea path. This covert expedition is beginning to feel like a courtship outing. As I pass the laundry house, the chum-chum of the spinners sounds like funeral drums. At least they are moving again. Through the hedges I can see women pegging laundry with the stiff reluctance of marionettes. Before they feel me staring, I hurry by.

A short drop below the sea path, the marina slips stretch toward the open sea at the far end of the sound, a league away. At the slip closest to the infirmary, Nash climbs into the driver’s seat of the Lady Vee with ease. She is not as powerful as the boats the Rifles use to patrol our coast, nor as daunting as the hundred-foot yacht Endeavor parked beside her, but she is a looker. An inboard engine, open roof, and splash guards tapering elegantly to the sides give her a sleek elegance that promises speed.

She reminds me of Nash.

My boots make solid thuds on the planks.

“Afternoon,” I greet the dockmaster, who abruptly ceases conversation and nods, an unlit cigarette hanging from his mouth. Doc tops off the gas tank of our mahogany skimmer, then holds the gunwale steady with his boot, eyes averted as he hands me in. I get the feeling that, like many here, he does not like answering to a “chit.”

Nash, in loose trousers and a pullover sweater, gives me a lazy smile. I fit Cookie’s picnic basket between us, even though there is space on the bench behind. Clear boundaries must be set. Then I settle stiffly into the passenger bucket seat, reminding myself that if anything should happen to me, I am in full view of dockworkers who can testify that I was last seen in the displaced heir’s company.

Nash opens a built-in cupboard and lets out a laugh of surprise. “I can hardly believe my eyes.” He pulls out a pair of matching tan fishing hats, one of which he tosses me. Each sports an embroidered salmon, along with “Poggie #1” on his and “Poggie #2” on mine.

I recall that Daniel and he always wore these matching caps on the water. “What is a poggie?” I check the hat for sand fleas.

“A puny bottom-dwelling fish, or someone you don’t think will amount to much. Dad’s nickname for me.”

“Doesn’t seem like a very nice nickname.”

“He isn’t very nice.” He shrugs, adjusting the hat on his head. “Danny said we should embrace it.”

I carefully pull on Poggie #2. The younger Nash was a rascal, but to think of him being belittled by his father in this way kneads at even my tough heart. Some fathers squander chances others will never receive. I’d like to think mine wouldn’t have been cruel.

Nash beams. “It’s like the ghost of Danny has reappeared. A little shorter.”

Doc unties ropes from the cleats, his thick brown hair held back by a suede string. “You got a southwest wind, five to ten knots, waves two feet high at most,” he reports, only addressing his remarks to Nash. “Fair sailing. But heck to breakfast—you want my opinion, I’d take a bigger boat.” His red-and-black tattoos flash as he gestures to the half dozen yachts, mostly Specialties, lining the marina.

The Lady Vee is twice as long as a canoe and wider, but at twenty-five feet she is still a small craft. Doc does not say, but I know he is worried about the sea wolves, which have been on everyone’s minds. My mark has begun to thrum with warmth, which means sea wolves are definitely about. But a bigger boat would draw too much notice, and docking in Mr. Götze’s marina would be like walking into his parlor uninvited. Let my first meeting with the man be on surer footing as the welcoming hostess of a festive party, not as a would-be trespasser. We can beach the skimmer well short of his property, leaving me free to slip into the Chinese camp unnoticed, ask my questions, and leave the way I came.

“We’ll keep to the shallows,” I say.

Doc clamps his mouth over the unlit cigarette.

Nash gives him a shrug and a grin.

Still ignoring me, Doc casts us off. Nash fires the engine, and I button a jacket against the spray. Soon the breeze is whipping my braid against my back while the salt air and the tang of gasoline scour away my annoyance with Doc. At five knots, then ten, the Lady Vee purrs like a contented cat—nothing like the Specialties and their diesel roar. I can even hear the whistling of oystercatchers. There is no sign of Shadow and Scull. I have noticed that birds abruptly disappear when the sea wolves are present.

“The life of an heiress suits you,” Nash says, nimbly angling us toward the opposite bank, which is shallower than our side. There’s a precise destination to his movements: checking a dial, tapping a stuck compass. He catches me watching him and grins. “A secret pleasure cruise in the middle of the morning, with such an important party to plan, too. But why Far West Bay? You know my uncle was not on speaking terms with Mr. Götze.”

“Yes, I know he wouldn’t stop using traps unless your uncle canceled the gentleman’s agreement. But we’re not seeing him. I just wanted a change of scenery.”

A few supply boats are headed toward the marina, too early to be carpet samples. The Hure comes into view. Gilly stands as motionless as a shaggy hemlock at the stern of his iron fishing scow, watching us pass. I have not spoken to the fisherman or his son, Jeddah, since the day I found Mr. Sanders’s remains, but he still takes his job seriously, despite our salmon problem.

“Keep our distance from other craft, especially as we get closer to Far West Bay. I would like to keep a low profile, if you don’t mind.”

“As you wish.” Nash tosses me a sideways glance. “So Uncle D. knew your father. How did they meet again?”

“I didn’t say.” I raise my nose.

“Don’t you owe me an answer after all I am doing for you?”

“If you wanted an answer, you should’ve put it in the bargain.”

“You realize I can turn around.”

“You wouldn’t be a gentleman if you did that.”

“You overestimate my gentlemanly nature.” His fingers stay locked on the wheel, nose pointed ahead.

My stomach turns a loop—whether because he could leave me stranded or because the memory of his stolen kiss fills my head, I do not know.

But the sight of Parish Isle, steeply rising behind a veil of fog a mile to our left, steals all thoughts away. A chill presses in on me, and I pull my sleeves over my hands. The isle sits like a pearl pinched between the two fingers of the sound, forever out of grasp. Whatever fortune Mr. Sanders and my father discovered there, Mr. Sanders never returned to the island, to my knowledge.

With a hiss, Nash slams back the throttle. The boat lurches, and I nearly bite my tongue. Not five hundred feet in front of us, sea wolves are chopping up the ocean as easily as knives shredding through gelatin. I count at least a dozen, and that’s just on the surface. The warmth of my mark has shot up by several degrees. Touching it beneath my kerchief, I am filled with an excited buzzing, like the contagious anticipation of a crowd at a Smokeout. Or a hanging.

Then the Lady Vee sputters and stalls. The sea wolves close in, dark fins slicing circles around us.
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Sea wolves leap and dive, sleek as minks. I grip the rails, just trying to keep my seat.

“I’ve never seen so many at once. They’re swarming.” A big one with a diffuse feather of a saddle patch floats alongside us, her dark eye fixed on us.

None of these sea wolves look familiar, yet something about them makes me feel as if I’ve known them all my life. The feather-marked one expels a loud belch of ocean spray that sounds like a roar. I shrink, limbs shaking.

“I say we make a run for it.” Nash keeps his tone casual, but his knuckles have gone white around the throttle.

“No. We might hit one and capsize.” Then we’ll learn if sea wolves have an appetite for human flesh after all.

Nash protests, but I hold up a hand, feeling a tide of emotions washing over me. The one with the feather patch is the matriarch here, the queen. I don’t know how I know that. I just do, same as I can feel the wariness she aims in our direction. She is showing me her feelings, just as Jupiter did yesterday.

“We mean you no harm,” I quietly tell Feather, remembering how I spoke to Shadow a lifetime ago. I wasn’t sure if Shadow heard me, but she didn’t hurt me. “We’re just passing through.”

Another sea wolf explodes from the water not twenty feet ahead, crashing with such force that it’s like the rug has been shaken out from under us. Our vessel is shoved back in undulating waves, and my insides turn cartwheels.

Nash, holding tight to the grab bars, curses in fits. “I hope you’re right with your maker.”

As our vessel spins uncertainly, Feather exhales another misty breath. Only, to my ears it is a laugh, a snort, a long-winded sigh, and a salutation. You.

Me? She recognizes me?

She sinks back into the deep, her hide a moving stroke of black paint. Holding up her tail like a lady’s fan, she drops away, leaving a blistering ring of bubbles.

“They’re leaving.” Nash turns an astonished gaze to me.

Sure enough, the sea wolves drift in steady procession toward Parish Isle.

“Did you…” His eyes graze my neck. “What just happened?”

“I’m not sure,” I whisper, though the truth hums in my bones. A chorus of feelings presses through me—not my own, but theirs. I catch a wave of disappointment like the groans of children shooed away from some animal they want to pet.

Once, Daniel made me stand in the compass rose mosaic next to him, the two of us barely fitting in the twenty-inch-diameter circle. With our noses nearly touching, he brought his index finger to his eager triangular smile, then whispered, “Lucy.” The dome caught my name and threw it all around, until it arrived back in my ear with the force of many voices.

Something similar is happening here, only I hear sea wolves.

Did my father hear them too?

I face Nash, panting slightly. “Let’s just go, please.”

Nash nudges up the throttle. The echo of Feather’s thoughts becomes a distant thrum. She is no longer concerned about me, or us.

Nash finds the sweet spot for planing before turning to look at me once again, my limbs pulled in and shivering. The rim of his hat is wet and he wears a guarded look, a gambler who has not yet decided which card to play. I feign interest in a floating tree trunk. If he knew I could listen to the sea wolves, feel what they are feeling, he could accuse me of witchcraft. No doubt witches are right up there with slayers on the list of those who cannot inherit estates.

Nash pulls a blanket from a cabinet and hands it to me. “Were we not just in jeopardy of losing our lives?”

I gratefully wrap the blanket around me. “They have never attacked humans,” I say, mustering the objectivity of a science textbook. “I’ve been watching a mother–child pair for months now. They are playful. They don’t care about us.”

“That one that came up alongside us looked plenty interested. What if one attacked my uncle?”

“The coroner said your uncle’s injuries came from a hacking blade.”

He winces. “ ‘Coarsely inflicted.’ It still could’ve been a sea wolf.” His hat wags uncertainly, and a scowl pulls at his face. “Maybe my uncle just got in their way.”

I hate to admit it, but it is possible. Even the bees sting if crossed. But like Shadow and Scull, Feather’s pod struck me as more curious than destructive, and she had cleared the path for us.

Is something else at work?

Mr. Sanders adamantly believed the sea wolves were not agents of some “fictitious demon.” Why would they be? They’re at the top of the ladder, a divine species with no one to fear and therefore no one to answer to. But might he have thought differently if he had known about my connection to the sea wolves? My father’s?

Or—had he already known?

Eighteen. Same age as he was when he began to understand.

My mouth has gone dry, and I move my tongue to moisten it. Perhaps my father began to feel and hear the sea wolves when he turned eighteen. Like me. But why us? And is there a connection between the arrival of my sea-wolf… sense and Mr. Sanders’s death?

I press my knuckles into my head, hoping there is no connection but feeling in my bones that there must be. Who—or what—was Mr. Sanders trying to protect me from?

By the time we empty out of the East Sound into open water, the buzzing inside me has cooled to silence. With more room to roam, and a calmer sea, I begin to breathe easier.

Nash, who has been watching me, tips his face to the sky. The clouds seem to be rubbed out but leave a film like chalk on a blackboard. “Well, sea wolves scare me. Know what scares me more?”

“A shortage of olives for your martinis?” I answer shakily.

He flashes half a smile. “Living a life where you’re afraid to take risks.”

I snort. “ ‘Safe’ is not a word that comes to mind when I think of you. I recall you and Daniel diving off Death Cliff in Cascade Lake.”

His gaze wanders somewhere else. “I was afraid to enlist. Afraid of what I would do with a gun pointing right at me, bombs exploding all around. I told Danny I was philosophically opposed to war. But the truth is I was more philosophically opposed to losing my limbs. Or my life.” He sinks lower into his seat, hat falling low.

Though I can barely see his face, somehow a window has been opened into a deeper chamber of him, one I have never looked into before.

“War would make anyone afraid,” I say cautiously, in case the window snaps closed in my face.

“Danny wasn’t afraid. Yes, I dove off Death Cliff, but only because he went first.”

“Surely you don’t blame yourself?” Daniel was hit in the chest by a stray bullet in Cambrai, France. For weeks my mind turned over how it had happened, how long he had languished, and if he had died alone, as if imagining those moments could somehow erase some of what he had suffered. “You couldn’t have done anything.” The words, so often repeated to myself, come out sounding hollow.

“That’s what I tell myself, but it never feels quite honest.” He shoves back his hat and abruptly guns the engine, cutting off conversation, water spraying like fine tears around us.

My grief was a silent thing, pages filled with harsh lines and wet with grief. Daniel had been my light, guiding me from my loneliness, cutting the big house down to size. But how did Nash mourn? He’d lost not just his cousin, but his best friend. Nash had always been easy when Daniel was around, like a blue camas opening when the sun comes out. When robbed of a crucial source of light, how much of the plant dies or fades? Despite Nash’s charming, devil-may-care persona, something quietly changed.

We fly past neighboring West Sound, my heart soaring at the speed. At last Far West Bay, the smallest of our two neighboring inlets, opens up to us. Mr. Götze owns most of the land here. Fishing scows and other vessels pass, but we hug the shoreline, out of their sight. Tidy orchards and fields of lavender break up the long stretches of Douglas fir.

Halfway up the bay one of the log cabins in the Chinese camp comes into view. Did my father live there with the migrant workers? My mouth sours as Götze’s eyesore of a cannery, held up by stilts, comes into focus at the pointed end of the bay.

“Land there.” I point to a five-hundred-foot bight just short of the Chinese camp. A handful of canoes have been parked on a stretch of shallow beach.

Nash slows the engines, staring from the Chinese camp to me. “Something tells me you’re not here for the scenery.”

I fold my arms tight, though the water here is as smooth as a lake.

Soon I will be meeting people with whom I share a common ancestry. But will I have anything in common with them? Will they recognize in me a kindred spirit? Or will I just be a strange, nosy intruder from Nowhere? A girl who does not belong here, or anywhere.
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After Nash beaches the skimmer, I wrap my boots in a towel and throw them onto the shore, a mix of sand and fine gravel. “You can stay here. I will be fine on my own.”

But Nash has already chucked his boots onto the shore next to mine. “How would that look, me losing the heiress of Nowhere on our first date? Your bruiser would pop my head off like a grape.” His black eye seems to turn a shade darker. “On second thought, he might do that even if I don’t lose you.” Nash jumps off the boat and holds a hand out for me.

It doesn’t matter what I say; Nash will probably follow me anyway. That or threaten to leave me stranded. With a sigh, I ignore his hand and climb out after him.

We perch on the driest rocks we can find and yank up our boots. My feet have turned ice cold, and not just from their brief dip in the ocean.

Nash sets his arms on his knees, watching powdery blue kingfishers patrol the shoreline. “So, what is our plan here?”

“Not everything needs a plan,” I say grumpily.

“So there is no plan.”

I yank my laces tight. “If there were, matching hats is definitely not part of it.” I take off my hat and leave it on the shore.

A makeshift staircase consisting of two planks is jammed into the hillside. At the top, a path lined with alternating dark and light colors snakes through the firs, a thoughtful detail that somehow reassures me. Where there is art, there is enlightenment, I hear Mr. Sanders say.

I hear the men before I see them. They are noisy, laughing and singing. Aside from the language, which sounds rough to my ears, they call to mind our shipbuilders on their lunch break.

My feet slow as a dozen young men come into view, draped on log benches or clustered around a stone cooking hearth. Some are eating from bowls with wooden sticks; others do stretching exercises by a neat vegetable garden. They are trim of figure in their rough cotton trousers held up by thin suspenders, and wear a variety of hats—woolen caps, boaters, fedoras, derbies. On the far right, two boys no older than fifteen crack red seeds between their teeth, making a game of tossing the shells into a bucket.

It suddenly becomes hard to breathe.

I have always viewed them from afar, like some migratory species only here for the season. They are not welcome guests on Orcas Island. They don’t make trips to Eastsound or take ferries for pleasure, at least as far as I know. They are here to work. It shames me I have not given them much thought until now.

A warm hand touches my back, and Nash looks down at me, a question on his lips.

Rather than try to explain my sudden reluctance, I take a step forward.

The closest man, small and wiry with quick movements, reels back when he sees us. A torrent of words follows.

“Hello.” Realizing I am nervously tugging my braid, I let it go and press a hand to my chest. “Pung yau.” Friend.

The wiry man’s wide mouth falls open. “Pung yau?” he repeats, adding a slew of sounds after it. Either he doesn’t know this word, or he doesn’t believe I am a friend. Am I saying it wrong? Perhaps the Chinese in Hawaii speak a different dialect than the Chinese workers here. The others have gone silent, their faces doubtful and mistrusting.

“English?” I ask, only now noticing a man with a cleaver cutting a watermelon on a table.

The cleaver seems to whistle as he brings it down, slicing the fruit with a decisive whack. Red juice spills over the table, bright as blood.

The men on the log have gotten to their feet, exchanging words with the wiry man, whose subject is clearly me.

“I am wondering if any of you knew my father. Ba. Harry Tang was his name. Ba. Harry Tang.” My voice has gone embarrassingly high. The men move closer to me. “Nash?” I glance behind me.

But he is gone.

Someone laughs. I follow the sound and find Nash holding out one of his ridiculous lollipops to the two boys cracking seeds. “Go on. They are tasty.”

When the boys don’t take the candy, Nash pulls off the wrapper and sticks it in his mouth. “Mm.” He takes it out and twirls the stick between his fingers, letting the light turn the candy into a plum-colored jewel. He pops it back in his mouth and pulls out two more suckers from his pockets and offers them to the boys.

This time, the pair take the candy and imitate Nash in sucking on them. Smiles work up their faces. One offers his bowl of red seeds.

Nash takes a seed, but instead of cracking it puts it in his mouth whole and chews. The boys erupt in laughter. Swallowing, Nash glances toward me. “Needs a good Bordeaux.”

An older man is fetched from the cabin. He emerges rubbing sleep-shot eyes and holding a journal. His face is as round as a moon under a striped knitted cap. “I am Wai.”

I want to weep. Hearing English from this man is like a door opening. “I am Lucy. This is Nash.”

“Please sit.” He gestures to a worn log.

I quickly place my bottom to wood. Nash perches next to me. Wai smooths his trousers, which have been patched in several spots, and carefully sits on my other side.

Warm cups of fragrant tea are placed in each of our hands. I murmur thanks and inhale deeply. “It smells like flowers.”

“Jasmine is Empress Dowager’s favorite tea, but ours not as fine as hers.” Wai speaks haltingly, an accent rounding his vowels.

Faces press in, as curious about me as I am about them. I take a deep breath. “I have come to ask if anyone knew my father. Harry Tang was his name. He died before I was born.” I hesitate to tell them my father was the Can Man, in case they are as superstitious as those who live on Nowhere. “He would’ve worked here eighteen to twenty years ago.”

“Harry Tang. No.” Wai shakes his head. “But perhaps he worked at the lime kilns.”

My thoughts trip on themselves. “I thought only the cannery hired the Chinese.”

“Now, yes. But back then, Chinese worked wherever Chinese could find jobs. I hear Mr. Tavernish used a big crew of Chinese for one of his kilns.”

“He would’ve needed an interpreter,” I say, suddenly breathless.

Nash leans in, forearms on his knees.

Wai coughs. “Your father was an interpreter?”

“Yes. He is known as the Can Man.” My voice sounds shaky.

“You are talking about Hao Lee.”

The men’s faces grow alarmed, and a disapproving chatter starts up.

Wai holds up his hand, speaking in his native tongue, and the men quiet.

He pencils something in his journal, then shows me. The page is filled with writing in both Chinese and English, with an assortment of sketches—trees, objects, animals—accompanying the words. He taps the pencil at three Chinese characters. “Tang Hao Lee. ‘Tang’ is the last name. ‘Hao Lee’ means ‘thoughtful son.’ ” He delivers the name as if holding out a gift with both hands.

Tender feelings brush my heart, even as the line connecting my father and Mr. Tavernish grows darker. Both island bosses employed my father—the cannery man and the lime man. I swallow against the tightening of my throat. “ ‘Thoughtful son.’ ” I rolled the words over my tongue. He had been someone’s son. Had my grandparents known what befell him? My stomach clenches as I think of the whole ancestral line that has been closed off to me.

“So you did know him?” I touch my father’s name, rubbing the silvery pencil smudge between my index finger and thumb.

“No. But we have all heard of him. Before taking jobs here, we are all warned of two things: Mr. Götze’s bad temper and Hao Lee’s ghost.”

My bones chill. “Ghost?”

“Person with unnatural death can come back as hungry ghost, eating but never full. I hope this is not your father’s fate.” His kind eyes bow in sympathy.

The log seems to shift under me. I brace my feet, feeling sick at the idea that even in death, my father might continue to suffer. “Do you have any idea who could’ve killed him?”

“Hao Lee walked among king yue—your sea wolves—without fear. Talking to them. Some called it unnatural. Some think he grew too close and they killed him.” He translates for the Chinese, causing another ripple of conversation.

I grip my cup, thoughts spinning around my head like coins in a bowl. So my father did also experience this sea-wolf sense.

Nash, who has been as still as a portrait beside me, shifts, eyeing me warily. He saw me talking to the sea wolves. Didn’t he just suggest they might’ve killed his uncle? I try to ignore his intense gaze and the way he’s scrubbing at his face.

“Do you think the sea wolves, king yue, did it?”

One of the boys speaks, gesturing with his lollipop at Wai’s journal. Wai flips to a sketch of an unusual black-and-white bear done in a detailed hand. He is quite an artist.

“In China, we have black-and-white giants as well,” says the interpreter. “You call ‘pandas,’ and they mean ‘peace.’ Life in balance between yin and yang.”

“Pandas. I must add them to my wish list of things to see. But what is yin and yang?”

“Opposites.” Wai makes a twisting motion, as if opening a jar. “Yin is female, cool, dark, moon. Yang is male, hot, bright, sun. Both live in us.” He pats his belly. “Together, balance.” He interlaces his fingers. “Sea wolves are like pandas. They… show harmony.”

“A union of extremes,” says Nash, canting his head with a look of wonder. “Fascinating.”

Wai closes his book. “Perhaps your sea wolves are as peaceful as our pandas.”

“Is it true Mr. Götze is shooting sea wolves to protect his traps?” I ask.

Wai bows his head. “Yes, it is true.”

Cookie was right. Perhaps the ill-tempered Götze blamed my father for the loss of his fish traps and harvest in the Salmon Calamity. Cost him a fortune. Not sure how he stayed in business, Cookie said. Maybe my father had caused the calamity. I don’t want to think of him as the type to stir up trouble, but he might’ve had his reasons. Yet if Mr. Götze was a viable suspect, surely Mr. Sanders would’ve gotten to the bottom of it before now.

A salty gray mist pulls a shroud over the sky. I take a long sip of my tea, letting the warmth soothe me. “How can a hungry ghost be set free?”

“He can’t be, unless he is…” Wai gropes for the word, hand scooping the air. “ ‘Make right?’ ”

“Avenged,” Nash says darkly.

Wai nods, pencil already moving.

Avenged.
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The sun is barely visible behind a layer of clouds when Nash and I head back to the Lady Vee.

Sinking onto the shore, he pulls off his shoes. “So you were speaking to the sea wolves, like your father could. You told that pod we meant them no harm, and they left us alone.”

I hunker down beside him. “I didn’t know they would understand. I never felt them until the day your”—the words catch in my throat—“the day your uncle died.”

He frowns at me, and I snatch my hand away from where I’ve been fiddling with my kerchief.

“Explain,” he says flatly.

“My mark warms when they are near. If I focus, I can sense their emotions. I can’t explain it.”

“Do they sense yours?”

“I don’t know.”

“You were angry the day my uncle was killed. Maybe your anger stirred them up, and my uncle got in the way.”

I stuff my socks into my boots, buying time. “That can’t be it.”

His eyes don’t let go. “Why not?”

An answer would require I tell him about the letter, and thus my fears about Shimmelfen not being the killer. The secret might spread, to Sveyn and Boots and so on.

But maybe not.

In the fertile space between us, a realization blooms. Daniel had always been our bridge, but even without him, invisible strings remain. A shared history. Memories sealed by profound emotions: grief, even empathy. When Mr. Sanders lectured Daniel for missing the university deadline, Nash and I stood a few feet apart, our helpless expressions mirror images. Then, at Daniel’s funeral, we both watched Mr. Sanders quietly stretch his foot over the open grave for a few devastating moments. Then he gently retracted it, tears streaming down his face.

Perhaps I can trust Nash. Our family lines have crossed and snagged, and I might need his help unraveling this complicated connection.

That, and I don’t want him to think me a murderer or a witch.

Nash’s irises are the brown of overturned foliage.

I pull Poggie #2 down over my ears. “Let us get seaborne, and I will tell you.”

The Lady Vee sputters awake. As we leave the west island behind, I recite Mr. Sanders’s letter from memory.

Nash’s profile shifts from surprise to confusion to concern. “Does Cosmos know?”

“Not yet. For now it is under my maid’s floorboard.”

He whips off his hat, letting the wind ruffle his hair. “So Uncle D. actually did mean to build a window-boat, like the glass lamps.”

The glass-bottom boat fixtures hung about the house switch on in my head, and my heart draws a hawkish loop. “Those were the window-boats?”

He nods. “Danny begged him to build a real one so he could see the giant squid…”

My breath catches, remembering. Daniel became obsessed with finding one of those monsters after reading Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea. I drew a picture of a giant squid for him, which he framed and stuck on his bedroom wall like a real piece of art.

“But Uncle D. said the window-boats were for studying sea wolves one day,” Nash finishes.

The water has become a flat screen, hiding its layers. Mr. Sanders never built that boat. Perhaps, without my father, there was no point. We made a great team. But Daniel’s death had reminded him of his purpose, to understand the sea wolves. A dream made possible again, if I came into my sea-wolf sense.

Nash holds the wheel with his knees and replaces the hat on his head. “Do you believe in those hungry ghosts Wai mentioned?”

“Not without proof. It’s exhausting, figuring out the truth and untruth of things.”

“Yes. That’s why people would rather believe in the Orkus. It’s an easy answer, even though it terrifies them.”

A raft of loons lifts off the water, their piercing wails mournful and haunting.

“Why did your uncle accept my father’s sea-wolf sense? It’s just as implausible as the Orkus.” I ask.

“Proof. He saw your father’s abilities with his own eyes, just as I have seen yours.” He watches the loons disappear into the clouds. “Uncle D. always said, ‘The simplest explanation is usually the right one.’ But that doesn’t mean the right explanation is simple. Sometimes it defies logic. My uncle was a man of religion, after all.”

Despite my unease over my logic-defying sea-wolf sense, it somehow heartens me to know that my benefactor, a man of science, left room for the possibility of mystery.

Parish Isle draws closer. Moist air kisses my face as I strain to see through the growing fog, looking for sea wolves or anything else. My father has always been a faceless figure in the distance. But today I can’t help feeling that if I look hard enough, I will see him when the fog shifts.

Entering the East Sound again, we begin to porpoise at the higher speeds, and Nash finds a better angle to plane. No sea wolves have appeared, and my mark feels cool.

“Anyway, that’s why I prefer philosophy over religion.” Nash smoothly maneuvers around a snag of bull kelp. “Religion requires you to believe. I’d much rather understand.” He bites his lip. “Though I wouldn’t mind a miracle or two now and then.”

“What miracles are you hoping for?”

He shrugs. “Raising people from the dead would be nice, but that might be too much to ask for. I’ll settle for curing my father of his fascination with the racehorses.”

The apple might not have fallen far from the tree—Nash does like his cards—but maybe it has rolled far enough away for Nash to gain perspective. He pulls back on the speed, executing a sharp turn toward a recess in the coast where the cliff walls rise a good thirty feet. A fence of firs extends the cliff by another hundred. The big house lies yet another two miles up the sound.

“What are you doing?”

He kills the engine and releases the stern anchor with a series of clinks. The air is cold and wet, the smell of brine and seaweed rising sharp around us. Hemmed in by jagged rock, the cove feels sealed off from the world, a secret pocket of the sea. A cloud of jellyfish appears. They’re just moonies, but they put a queasy feeling in my stomach, resembling pulsating organs spilled into the sea.

“We haven’t eaten lunch, and I want to hear about your list. Are there zebras on it?”

Feeling sheepish, I try to affect an air of cool. Daniel’s tutor once asked us to show on the globe the country we’d most like to visit. I will never forget the disdainful way Nash looked at me when I picked Abyssinia, where zebras live.

“Is the sea wet?” I reply.

A sandwich wrapped in waxed paper makes crinkly sounds as he hands it to me with those precise fingers. “What else?”

“Palm trees,” I say cautiously, expecting derision but finding something more like amusement in his face. “Have you seen one?”

“Sure.” Reaching into the picnic basket, he gleefully discovers a waxed package of olives and sets it aside. “You forget. I have fronds in high places.”

I bury a smile in my sandwich. “I guess I want to see how the world fits together.”

And how I fit there too.

His expression sobers and his eyes probe mine. “A philosopher once said, ‘Search the world for knowledge if you must, but for wisdom you’ll have to look inside.’ ”

I force my bite down, the sandwich suddenly hard to chew. Is my yearning for a place to belong so easy to read? “Which Greek said that?”

“No Greek. That was my mother.” He takes his time licking his finger of salt. “Why did you never come out with us before?”

“You never asked me.”

“No, but Danny always did, and you and he—”

I flinch. Did he mean that Daniel and I were a pair? Of course, as a girl I fancied myself in love with Daniel. How could you not love someone who could look you dead in the eye and say he’d found a way to barbecue pudding? But as we got older, Daniel became moody and forgetful, often forgetting to show up when we’d made plans. When I told him I thought about attending university, he said, “That’s nice, Luce,” without even hearing me.

I think he was just growing up and growing away.

But perhaps I’d been growing away, too.

“It wasn’t Daniel’s boat,” I tell Nash simply. “I never wished to intrude on your time together.”

“It wouldn’t have been an intrusion.”

I reach inside the picnic basket for a jug of water.

Nash reaches in at the same time, and our hands meet. I pull away, but his fingers snag mine, exploring them like the strings of a fine violin he has been wanting to play.

The shock shuts out all other feeling. His tobacco eyes burn brightly. If a sea wolf were charging us right now, I would not notice. His touch is less scandalous than kissing on the tennis court, which I chalked up to impulse, yet this somehow feels more significant.

“Lucy.” He runs a thumb over my fingers, sending sparks to my heart. Have I misread him all these years? Growing up, he was as cool as the moon, a distant figure eclipsed by the sun beside him. But with Daniel’s bright light extinguished, Nash no longer stands in shadows.

You let him take too many liberties, I hear Koa say.

I tug my hand away from Nash’s, and an immediate coolness settles between us. Despite the calm sea, my seat suddenly feels unsteady and my head spins. Clouds have thickened overhead. It is a sky to get lost in and never come back from.

He clears his throat politely. “If there is a murderer on the loose, perhaps I should stay.”

“You have put off your business with your father twice now,” I say more calmly than I feel. “The best thing you can do for me is shine at Saturday’s party.”

For a moment he looks lost. He sighs. “I will return from Seattle as soon as I can. We Poggies have a saying: ‘It’s just a fish.’ ” He uses Daniel’s good-natured voice. He has always been good at mimicry, but he imitates his uncle and Daniel the best.

“ ‘It’s just a fish.’ What does that mean?”

“Among other things, it means don’t take unnecessary risks.”

I hide my grim expression under my hat. My entire investigation is an unnecessary risk, and I don’t think I can stop anytime soon.
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Three days pass and Nash does not return. The party is tomorrow, and his presence is crucial for recapturing Mr. Zephyr’s purchase. I don’t know why you trust him. Koa’s frustrated words storm through my head. If Nash doesn’t show, we are stuck with me. Clients might think we’ve tricked them. We’ll be in a worse situation than the one we are now.

Has his father’s business delayed him? Or has he cast off from Nowhere forever?

Returning from the marina, nerves jangling, I duck into the kitchen. Cookie is snapping beans at the long table, and I grip its worn edge to steady myself. “I was thinking we should ship in salmon for the Gatheround. How many pounds would you suggest?”

“We should go without, for respect.” Snap. Snap. The beans break like tiny bones.

“We have been going without. It’s just one night. Everything must be perfect if we want the business to continue. Salmon’s a tradition.” My words come out sharper than I mean. The business did not concern me before, but now that I can see the changes being wrought under my watch, I can’t help feeling invested in its outcome. Not to mention people will blame me if things go wrong.

“Business, huh.” A scowl grows under her mobcap. “A real island boss now, aren’t you?”

I suck in my breath, feeling stung. “I don’t plunder the sea or dig holes in the earth.” What have I done but hold up a crumbling castle?

“We are the land’s caretakers, not its owners.” She drops her beans and stares defiantly down at her bowl.

“I didn’t ask to be the owner here. What would you have me do?”

“Give it back.”

“The land? People live here now. They have livelihoods. It’s not that simple.”

She smooths a dish towel, her gaze growing distant. “When you were a child, I let you and Daniel take all my lemons for your treasure hunts.”

My chest tugs, remembering how Daniel and I would bury the lemons so that we could “discover” them with our made-up maps.

She shakes her head. “But the treasure’s real now, and it doesn’t all belong to you. How many more boats do you need to make? How much bigger, fancier a house must you live in? Take what you need; let the rest go.”

I stiffen. The scale of the house and the business are hardly my fault. “And who exactly would I give it back to?”

Her lips purse; she doesn’t have an answer for that. “What happens if that will gets overturned? Who gets it?”

“Nash, though I get the feeling he doesn’t want it. But Mr. Sanders had a plan for making sure Nowhere succeeded if he died, and I can’t just walk away.”

Cookie’s nostrils flare, her chest moving.

She is not pleased with me, but how can I make her understand matters I barely understand myself? “I will order three hundred pounds. We’ll also have duck.”

I leave the kitchen feeling more unsettled than when I entered.

In the reception room, Mrs. Bonefat watches woodworkers polish the mahogany paneling from where she stands near the compass rose mosaic. Careful sanding has revealed the wood’s warm, pinkish-brown hue.

“You missed a spot,” Mrs. Bonefat snaps. Not even the swingy tune playing from the lacquered phonograph puts her in a good mood. “We aren’t paying you for a half job.”

The housekeeper did not complain when the new Persian rugs, in pale salmon pink with intricate designs of navy blue, were rolled in, or when the dark gray curtains were replaced with champagne silk. She voiced no objection to the removal of the heavy gilded frames with their medieval-looking pictures. Even the chambray dress I am wearing, with its loose sleeves and split skirt—Flossie’s truce between scouting duds and heiress wear—has evoked no comment from her.

It doesn’t mean she approves.

I leave her to her grumbling, but as I climb the stairs, dollar signs fill my head. Eighteen thousand spent so far, with a premium for a rush order. And we haven’t touched the business wing or the bedrooms yet. I have quickly learned that a ten-million-dollar estate does not mean ten million dollars in the bank. Half of that is “liquid,” as easy to spend as drinking a glass of water, while the other half is less drinkable, like the value of the big house.

If this investment doesn’t pay off, we will all die of thirst.

Eva is on the telephone when I enter the office. Since my visit to the Chinese camp, there have been no more standoffish moments between us, but I tread carefully. I need her on my side. With the receiver still to her ear, she hands me a card, on which is written:


To whom it may concern,

I, along with my daughter and son-in-law,

Temperance and Miles Cooper, and granddaughter

Prosper, are pleased to accept the invitation to

Nowhere, with the hope we may establish a

mutually beneficial relationship between Nowhere

and Tavernish Lime.

Yours truly,

Milton Tavernish



The heavy card stock makes my finger twitch. At least one of the island bosses will be at the Gatheround. No word yet from the cannery man, Mr. Götze.

My next meeting is with Gilly and Jeddah, a reunion I’ve been dreading. No doubt they are skeptical of my inheritance. After all, what are the odds that the first person to find Mr. Sanders’s body also inherits his fortune?

And later I must face Koa, who requested a meeting to discuss “personal safety.” We have been avoiding each other aside from his curt reports, and I miss our old companionship.

To burn off nervous energy, I reshelve the pile of botany books I’ve been scouring for mentions of China blue. I have found China aster and China rose, but no China blue. I pick up the vase with the withered mystery stalks, banished here by Flossie as unsuitable for a lady’s chambers.

Eva finishes her call, and her pleated dress of gray silk whispers as she sharpens a pencil in her desk-mounted sharpener.

“Have you heard from Nash?”

“Not yet.”

I clumsily set down the vase, disappointment heavy as a sandbag. Perhaps I should not have trusted him.

“He might still be on the evening ferry,” she adds with a put-on optimism.

A knock interrupts, and soon Jeddah Nacht and his father are sitting across the desk from me. Gilly regards me with the watchful gaze of a lizard. His bucket hat is clenched in his scarred fists, and his grizzled hair springs wildly about his head.

“Would you like something to drink? Tea? Lemonade?” I ask.

“We ain’t thirsty, girl,” says Gilly.

Jeddah holds himself tightly, as if his chair is a rowboat in which he is a bound captive. His narrow face, with no hint of beard, looks in need of a watering—a scab on his dried lips, pale hazel eyes, his close-cropped hair spiky. There are scrapes on his arms and a bruise on his cheek below his old hen-scratch scar. Has he been in a fight?

“Tell me, sir, how did you meet Mr. Sanders?”

Gilly eyes Mr. Sanders’s oyster hat on the rack behind me. “He found me reversing my guts on some bad whiskey. Folks laughed at me after I seen that woman throw herself from her canoe and turn into a sea wolf.”

I nod, having heard the rumors.

“They said I was off my chump. Even my wife couldn’t bear to look at me. She ran out. Never seen her since.”

Jeddah picks at the white paint he can never seem to get off. A mudworm, he used to call me, someone so disgusting even my parents didn’t want me. But his mother actually left him. Perhaps his hatred of me was more a reflection of him than of me.

We’re more alike than you think, he said. Is he still thinking about going to the university?

“But Mr. Sanders offered me a job,” Gilly continues. “Said I could kick the spirits if I tried, and he was right. Haven’t touched a drink since that day.” He gives Jeddah a stern look. “I owe him everything.” His voice grows harsh. “It were evil that struck Mr. Sanders and the Can Man, same evil that steers the fish from my net.”

“The Orkus, you mean.”

Color creeps up Gilly’s neck, but he nods, gaze dropping to my kerchief. “Something’s been took from that demon, and it wants revenge. It won’t stop until it gets its bloodfill.”

We discovered a fortune on Parish Isle in early spring of 1900. We quit our jobs and purchased the land that became Nowhere, Mr. Sanders wrote.

What had he and my father found?

“How do you know something was taken?” I ask carefully.

Gilly rubs his hands over his knees, the chair squeaking with each rock. “Mr. Sanders told me himself a few months ago. He’d just landed that big fish—the Zephyr boats—and wanted to ‘walk on water’ to celebrate. Just me, him, and the Hure.”

Eva sits as still as the candlestick phone, eyes alert.

“But when Parish Isle came into view, he turned mopey on his drink,” Gilly continues. “He said, ‘If we had never found that treasure, Harry would still be alive.’

“ ‘Who is Harry, sir?’ I asked.

“ ‘The Can Man,’ he said. Then he started laughing—but it weren’t laughter. He was crying.”

I stare at the craggy surface of Gilly’s forehead, a strange brew of emotions stirring. Mr. Sanders was given a good heaping of grief to bear during his life—the loss of his best friend, his wife, and his son. I wish he’d been able to share his grief, at least over my father, with me.

“The Can Man spoke to sea wolves, is what I heard,” Gilly adds, lowering his voice. “So I put two and two together. Mr. Sanders needed that Can Man’s help to get to Parish Isle. Those two took something that belonged to the demon.”

Thoughts dart through my head like fish in a bowl, never quite reaching a destination. Gilly speaks with conviction, but surely his words are more fancy than fact. Mr. Sanders’s letter didn’t mention that he’d needed my father’s help to get to Parish Island, only that the two had discovered fortune together.

A memory of Feather clearing the way for Nash and me bubbles up in my head. Had my father’s sea-wolf sense ensured their safe passage to the fog-bound island? The thought of such power staggers me. What kind of gift had he carried, and what kind of burden have I inherited?

And a larger question presses in: What was this treasure they had taken? Do demons covet the same wealth men do?

Jeddah looks toward the door with hope, and I notice a fleck of paint on his neck. Something tugs at my mind, like a fishing pole that has started to bob and needs reeling in. When he’s not enjoying the view up there, he is a hard worker, Father Pinnyhorne had said.

“When did you start painting the church?” I ask him.

“Tuesday, the day before Mr. Sanders died.”

That was my birthday, the same day Mr. Sanders met with Mr. Tavernish and wrote me his letter. “Did you see anyone unusual visit the estate from your perch up there?” I lift my eyebrows meaningfully, and his long limbs start shifting about in his chair.

“Well, I saw Mr. Tavernish. Why?”

“Miss Lucy is compiling a timeline of Mr. Sanders’s last days,” Eva says evenly from her writing desk. “Just in case the sheriff has more questions.”

I send her a grateful glance. Eva said the priest had dropped by unannounced and attempted to smooth the argument between Mr. Sanders and Mr. Tavernish, but had been rebuffed by both men. “Was Mr. Tavernish coming to or leaving the house?”

“He got into his wagon and started up. But then I saw the priest come out of the house with the man’s cane and hat. They spoke in the driveway.”

“How long did they talk?”

Jeddah swipes his face with his sleeve. “A few minutes. Then the priest climbed in, and they were gone for at least half an hour.”

Father Pinnyhorne and Mr. Tavernish went for a ride? “Did the priest mention what they talked about?”

“No. But when Father Pinnyhorne got back to the chapel, he seemed off. Left the lime barrel exposed.”

I frown. Exposed lime can come into contact with water, activating a heat reaction and rendering it useless. If Mr. Tavernish was sharing his outrage over an allegation of dumping lime for insurance money, then wouldn’t Father Pinnyhorne have remembered to lid his lime barrel? I will need to ask him.

The phone rings. Eva quietly receives it and gestures to me.

“Thank you for your time,” I tell Jeddah and his father, ushering them to the door.

Then I draw closer to Eva’s desk, hoping the caller is Nash. He is a cad for making me wait this long without a single communication about when he will be returning.

“Please hold, Sheriff.”

The sheriff. I quickly take the phone from her. “Sheriff Orr? It is Lucy.”

“Afternoon, Miss Lucy,” says the sheriff in his genial voice. “I’m afraid I bring bad news. We found Mr. Shimmelfen. He got himself beat up in Anacortes and has been laid up in the hospital since then. Barely remembers his name. But given the date he was admitted, I’m afeared he is not our suspect.”

“I see.” The pronouncement sends a charge through me. I hoped it would be Shimmelfen, for then at least one murder would be accounted for. A clamoring starts up in my ears. Mr. Sanders’s killer still walks free. There will be widespread panic. “Will you be reopening the investigation, then?”

I find Eva’s worried gaze.

“Yes. It will take me a few days to get to Nowhere. Sunday by earliest.”

“We will be ready to receive you.” I hang up, suddenly too shaky to stand.

It doesn’t seem fast enough, and yet the news is guaranteed to doom the Gatheround tomorrow.

Eva helps me to the settee. “Theory A, that Mr. Sanders’s and your father’s murders are unrelated, is not dead in the water yet, but we might need to tell the sheriff about theory B.”

I crumple my sleeve cuffs. The sheriff’s office ignored my father’s death all those years ago. Sheriff Orr wasn’t part of the staff back then, but if the office was complicit somehow, where would his loyalties lie?

“So how shall we inform the staff about Shimmelfen?” Eva asks.

How indeed? Another meeting in the newly brightened great hall? This will not go over well. Morale will vanish, like a handkerchief in the wind. “What do you suggest?”

She creases one of her skirt pleats with a manicured nail. “Mr. Sanders never asked for my opinion on such important matters.”

“Then he was missing out on good advice.”

A glint of pleasure skips across her face. “Let’s keep the sheriff’s visit secret for now. People are looking forward to the party. Why ruin it for them?”

My eyebrows rise. She is not above a little deception.

And neither am I.





CHAPTER 27 [image: ]

The six o’clock bell is ringing when I find Father Pinnyhorne trimming his snowball rosebushes in his garden. My feet drag as I work out how best to approach him about his thirty-minute conversation with Mr. Tavernish. He would never betray a confidence or engage in idle gossip, and so I must hope the subject falls somewhere between the two.

When the priest sees me, he claps his gloves of dirt, then drapes them over his wheelbarrow. Moments later, he joins me at the courtyard fountain, both of us perched on the lip. The zip of a saw scratches the air as, a hundred feet away, workers fell a rare seaside juniper with its telltale upswept branches.

“It’s growing too close to the chapel,” he says. “Better safe than sorry.”

I murmur assent, though the sight unsettles me. Mr. Sanders prized the old-timer trees, even when they were inconvenient. He would not have been pleased to see that one cut down.

“Still feeling like a prisoner?”

I feel my color rise. My prior confession seems petulant when viewed now. A wealthy heiress can go anywhere she wants and is a prisoner of no one. “I didn’t expect or want any of this.” I take in the expansive view of the sound with its unpredictable blue-gray layers, then the garden, where workers labor to maintain its already meticulous appearance. A kingdom of chaos and order.

“I do the same, but God wants us to prosper. I know from personal experience.”

“What do you mean?”

He scratches his beard, as if caught off guard. “Well, I once loved a young woman—a beauty who floated when she moved, like an angel come to Earth.” He pulls his rosary beads from his collar and rolls them between his fingers. “Covetousness was the root sin that tripped me. When I could not have her, I began to covet other things—money, drink. I was like a fire, consuming everything in my path.” His voice rises to pulpit pitch, then softens again into contrition. “I’m afraid I became a degenerate, something you’d find rolling in the gutter.” He makes a disgusted noise at the back of his throat.

I stifle a snort, hard-pressed to imagine the good priest rolling around in a gutter. Still, if he had not been tested through the fires of affliction, he would not be here doing his good work at Nowhere.

“Anyway, I woke up in a church one day and saw the light. When I got the opportunity to come to Nowhere, I knew the Lord was rewarding me for walking the straight path.” His voice rises to Sunday fervor and his saturno hat stretches skyward. “I’ve been given an appreciative flock… almost as rich a prize as the buried treasure Mr. Sanders once found.”

A shiver edges over me at the word “treasure.” I glance at him in surprise. No one knew where Mr. Sanders had gotten the money to build his empire, but all wondered, even the godly. “Did Mr. Sanders ever tell you how he came by this… treasure?”

His mouth twists, as if weighing how much to share. “No, but he gave me a riddle about it.” Fixing his gaze on a clot of clouds, he intones:


View the place from Consternation

At the highest elevation

Home to buried golden treasure

Rotting to its perfect measure.



“I never grasped what he meant. I am just a simple priest, not one for riddles. Perhaps you might do better?” He studies my face.

Buried golden treasure viewed from Mount Consternation? Rotting? Mr. Sanders never shared that riddle with me, though why would he have? The riddle must refer to the same “fortune” he and my father found on Parish Isle. The isle certainly can be viewed from the summit of Mount Consternation.

Feeling his gaze lingering on mine, I force a laugh. “I’m still trying to figure out the riddle of how I got here.”

He smiles. “Then I suppose we’ll have to wait until heaven to find out the answer.

A pair of washerwomen—the Quebedeaux sisters—appear at the top of the zigzag path, with their thick brown hair braided in buns.

“Good evening, ladies,” I say.

“Miss.” They keep their eyes down. The laundry is once again puffing healthy clouds of steam, with only an occasional offensive whiff. I can’t help thinking that laundry odor has become a bellwether for my approval here, and as of late I don’t stink.

The priest waves. “I will be with you shortly.”

The women disappear into the chapel, and Father Pinnyhorne turns a quizzical gaze on me.

Time to stop peering through the window and just open it. “I don’t wish to take up too much of your time, but I was hoping you could shed light on something. Eva and I were discussing Mr. Tavernish’s last visit with Mr. Sanders.”

A flicker of color rises to the priest’s ears, and his mouth tightens. Perhaps the reminder of his failed peacemaking still chafes. “What about it?” He stretches out his long legs. He is as big as Sveyn, but more compact, his gardening no doubt keeping him fit.

“I heard you spent some time talking to Mr. Tavernish after you returned his cane and hat. If you don’t mind me asking, what did you discuss?”

He pulls his head back, perhaps surprised by my question, then studies the overcast sky. At least he hasn’t refused me outright. “I had the chance to properly introduce myself and invite him to our church. There is room for all, even Anglicans. He declined.”

It hardly seems the kind of interaction that would have the priest forgetting to lid his lime barrel.

“Thank you.” I work up a smile, despite the dead end. “One last thing. The Diocese of Seattle called with an urgent message for Mr. Sanders on the day he died. I thought you might know what it concerned.”

His gaze falls to one side. “Ah, I put in a request for a curate to help me with all the additional work caused by those seal heads.” He rubs his hands in gleeful anticipation. “Let’s hope they’ve said yes. I will call them. Thank you, Lucy.”

The priest heads for the church while I set off toward the Rifle House for my meeting with Koa, though Mr. Sanders’s riddle continues to tease me.

If the “place” is Parish Isle, how can it still be home to the treasure if Mr. Sanders and my father already took it? Unless the treasure is something growing there. Rotting… Or maybe the poem shouldn’t be taken literally or even seriously at all.

Like all the buildings on Nowhere, the Rifle House boasts an unfussy, solid construction, with handcrafted touches like a hammered-metal doorknob and stained-glass windows. I climb a wide porch and knock on the door.

Koa answers, his handsome face animated, like he was just laughing. I stifle the urge to cradle his cheeks and keep his smile in place. Instead I ask, “What do you get when you cross a Rifle with a skunk?”

“We don’t have skunks on Orcas,” he says without skipping a beat.

“Wrong. You get law and odor. Get it?” I poke him on the chest, nearly injuring my finger.

“No.” His humor vanishes. He snatches his hat from the wall hook, hands me a leather knapsack, then hooks his arm through a folding chair on the porch. “Come on, I need to show you a few things while it’s still light.”

He leads the way toward the training field, all business.

Though it’s anyone’s guess what he disapproves of more—my “reckless” decision-making or Nash’s continued involvement in Nowhere—it’s clear he loathes having me for a boss. He probably regrets not taking that job in Seattle. I can’t help longing for the easier times, when arguments would be settled by flinch contests, usually won by me from sheer stubbornness. Now I’m the one who sucks the joy out of his work. There is no easy fix for that.

Jogging to keep up, I fill him in about the sheriff’s call.

“Good. We’ll give him a list of suspects and let him handle it. You focus on keeping us in business.”

“I’m not giving up on my father.”

He sighs. “No, I didn’t think you would. Götze ever reply?”

“No.”

He stops suddenly and sets down the chair facing the sound a hundred yards away. His eyes are clear, but the dark slashes of his eyebrows knit in worry. “Tomorrow’s a big day. Could be that seal killer will strike, and it may not just be a seal this time. This party’s a bad idea.”

He waits for me to agree with him, but I don’t.

“Sit down,” he grumbles, nodding at the chair and chucking his hat on the ground. Then he sets off toward a series of stumps twenty feet away. Drawing from a washtub full of old cans, he sets up targets.

The knapsack contains a velvet box. Inside lies a hand-sized pistol with a pearl grip, a polite purveyor of death.

Koa returns and plucks the gun out of the box. “Double Derringer, just in case. You fired my Colt lots of times. This should be easy. Even Bonefat can do it.”

“Mrs. Bonefat?”

“Yep. She asked me for one a few weeks ago, after we found the first seal.” Koa rummages in the bag for two cartridges, which he puts between his teeth. After unlocking the firearm, he swings up the nose and loads the cartridges, then locks it again. “Loaded it herself and shot the neck off a bottle.”

Somehow it doesn’t surprise me that the housekeeper would take such precautions, or that she’s a good shot. She can kill a mouse with one jab of a broom.

Koa hands me the gun. “Not to pile on the pressure, though.” One corner of his mouth twitches.

The handle is already warm and feels slippery, like a fish. “I’m not sure about this.”

“What aren’t you sure about? Killing someone before they get you? You better get sure soon. This shit-bag isn’t playing around.”

I get to my feet. The Rifles are prepared to kill, and I am their employer, so morally, if they kill someone, I will be just as culpable.

Standing behind me, Koa steadies my gun-wielding hand and directs the nose at the closest can. “The range is poor, seven yards tops. Aim low. If you miss, you have a backup shot.”

His closeness is distracting, same as the tickle of his voice near my ear. When did it get so awkward to be close to him? We gave each other piggyback rides as kids. I shoo those thoughts away and return my focus to the gun. One click to end a life. “Don’t you worry that killing someone will damn your soul to hell for all of eternity?”

“Do we have to think about that right now?”

“I’m serious.” I lower the gun and look back at him, close enough to straighten his collar.

He sighs. “Sure I do. Then I think, this son of a bitch is going to put me out of business for an eternity. And then I don’t have a problem anymore.” He takes the gun from me and—bang, bang—two cans annihilated.

Kneeling again, he reloads, then hands me the gun.

I lift. The cans seem to stick out their lids at me like tongues. I fire and miss, though a pine needle drops off a tree. “I was aiming for that needle, you know.” I straighten and look at Koa. “So what happens if my backup shot misses?”

“Then you take the Double Dee and hit that bastard in his teeth.”

I shiver, imagining myself in one-on-one combat with a murderer who wants to cut off my head. “Sure, I’ll just do that.”

After a few more rounds, I manage to hit two cans. The sky has turned a becoming shade of violet orange, and the chorus frogs are singing their two-note croak.

“That’s enough. Sit down.” He plunks down beside my chair and pulls a black device consisting of leather straps from his pocket.

Before I know it, he’s tugged up my split skirt. The brush of his rough hand against my bare thigh makes me gasp and jerk away. “Koa!” My cheeks warm, and fireflies begin sparking in my stomach.

“Stay still. This goes on like so.”

My shock at his boldness wars with the giddy feelings he has set in motion. I force myself to remain calm and collected. The device is a holster. He buckles the thing snugly and gazes up at me. “Stand up. It’s not too tight, right?”

I somehow manage to work my legs. He rechecks the fit, each touch sending electric charges through me. “Ask the tailor to make a false pocket to allow you to grab the gun.”

“What if I blow my foot off?”

“You won’t.” He fits the gun in the holster and covers it with my skirt. “For tomorrow, I’m posting one Rifle on the sea path south of the marina and one in the neighborhood.”

I nod, trying to steer my thoughts toward the residential cottages Mr. Sanders built on the cliffs overlooking the sound. But all I can think of is how my leg still feels warm from his touch.

“You’ll have five Rifles at the party—three outside, two inside. Red and I will be floaters, wherever we’re needed. Number ten mans the Rifle House as a point of contact. Got it?”

“Yes,” I say weakly, hearing none of it. Rigging me up for personal defense was purely practical.

So why has it left me so flustered?
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Squeezed between Flossie and Eva before a full-length mirror, I avoid looking at my reflection. On Flossie, a tiered dress in dark green puts me in mind of a rare seaside juniper. Eva shines in powder-blue silk, the first hint of color I have ever seen her wear. Her white hair bow looks freshly ironed.

“What do you think?” Flossie tilts her face up at me. Lydia’s emerald bobs, which I insisted she wear, twinkle in her ears.

“Maid, you have done a magnificent job,” says Eva in her matter-of-fact way.

Despite her annoyance with the title, Flossie’s reflection bursts with pride.

I grudgingly peek at myself. My eyes look spooked, magnified with the help of Flossie’s kohl pencil. The man-tamer has been modernized, sleeves replaced by thin straps to hold up the gown of red-purple satin silk, the neckline lowered. The bodice has been cinched tighter, amplifying parts of me that usually prefer to sit quietly. My hair falls loose around my shoulders, which Flossie determined looked most striking, even after mastering the flying spindle. But not even the crystals that cover my strands like dewdrops can distract from the purplish mark on my neck.

“It is quite a transformation. If the killer is at the party, he won’t have to look hard to find me.” I feel for the hard outline of the Double Dee on my thigh.

Eva pins her watch to her pocket. “The killer already knows who you are. It is time to be strong and powerful. Show him he will not make us feel weak.” There is a hard edge to her voice, one that knows of what she speaks.

A surge of gratitude rushes through me. Without this mushroom network anchoring me, sending out roots, I would not be about to make my entrance into the party of the year, where I might catch a killer and revive our business in one stroke. “Where is my kerchief?”

“I’ve chucked that nasty scrap in the fire.” Flossie’s lower lip juts, challenging me.

“You’ve… what? Well then, a scarf. People will stare otherwise.”

“That’s not what they’ll be staring at,” Flossie says brightly, swiping a brush over my cheeks. “Your curves and that small waist can charge their own admission.”

I try to pull the neckline up over my cleavage, but Flossie bats my hand away. “But I am courting clients, not mates,” I grumble.

“Don’t it work the same way?” Flossie asks with a sly wink.

Staring closer at the mirror, I try to rub away some of the rouge, but that only makes my cheeks look pinker. A thought tugs at me. “Mrs. Bonefat was wearing rouge the day Mr. Sanders died.”

Flossie frowns. “Bonefat? I thought she was allergic to color.”

“She also smelled of lilac perfume. At the time I wondered if she was courting someone.”

Flossie guffaws. “Who? Surely not Mr. Sanders.”

Eva, who could also be faulted for an allergy to color, presses a hand to her forehead, as if rummaging through her memory. “A few weeks ago, I did overhear—not intentionally of course—Mr. Sanders discussing a ‘housekeeper situation’ with Sveyn. He said he might have to do something drastic.”

“ ‘Housekeeper situation’ could refer to many things, not just a crush on the boss,” I muse aloud.

Flossie pushes her mouth to one side. “And how drastic, eh? Mr. Sanders wouldn’t have let her go. He treasured her.”

“Still, if she was a woman scorned…” The idea of Mrs. Bonefat killing her beloved employer seems outlandish, but if anyone gets things done with ruthless efficiency, it’s her. “She asked Koa for a gun after seal number one.” Loaded it herself and shot the neck off a bottle, Koa said. “She could’ve shot Mr. Sanders on the beach, then rolled his body into the ocean.”

Silence descends. I imagine the gruesome scene: The surprise on Mr. Sanders’s face as she shoots him in the heart to remind him where he injured her. The hacking that follows with Shimmelfen’s hatchet.

Eva exhales sharply, breaking the spell. “Well then, she’ll need to be watched.”

Flossie starts fiddling with my hair jewels, pulling too tight. Mrs. Bonefat knows every creak of this house. Watching her without her noticing will be nearly impossible.

I steal another look in the mirror, at the stranger staring out at me. She looks bold enough to catch a killer. But underneath the silk and shine, my pulse skitters like a rabbit in a snare.

And through the windows, I see the first boats nudging into the marina. The guests are already arriving.



They arrive in batches, some in their own vessels, others on our great yacht Endeavor. Many have traveled a great distance to join us.

Feeling as exposed as an overturned earthworm, I stand in a receiving line alongside Sveyn and Boots, greeting guests strolling in from the marina, with Eva whispering names and notes of interest in my ear. I stifle my annoyance at Nash, who has still not shown up. Even the Brain Trust is peeved. Sveyn slammed down his drink too hard at lunch, breaking the glass, while Boots barely spoke a word, cheerful as wet cement.

At least the air is fresh, almost sweet.

I do my best to appear strong and powerful. No one seems to be noticing my birthmark, though I have arranged my loose hair to curtain it. “No, just Lucy. No, Mr. Sanders-Byre is unavailable at the moment, but Boots, er, Mr. Williams, would love to give you a tour.”

“What a lovely hankie! You must make sure to hang it above the punch table with the others for the auction. I myself have one there as well.”

“Mr. Olsgaard would be delighted to chat with you about how we put the boats through their paces.”

At a lull in arrivals, Sveyn and Boots scurry off on temporary missions, and Flossie brings Eva and me glasses of punch. “No doubtin’ you are the mistress here,” my maid says, her own eyes bright and lively. “You’re making everyone’s faces fall off their heads. Oh yes, and Boots needs brochures of the Specialties.”

“I left them on my desk,” says Eva. “I shall be back shortly.” Eva follows Flossie back to the house, though I pray she returns soon.

I glance around for a friendly face, but most of the staff keep their distance.

The Garden of Tranquility has been transformed from a calm retreat into a jaunty spectacle. Lanterns sway above the ornamental grasses, like giant floats of bull kelp. Garlands of Nootka roses, our only native variety, seem to gobble up the patio, where guests dance to the jangle of a brass band. Though the sky won’t truly darken until around ten o’clock, the clouds have given us a false night.

Koa, trim in his formal coat of dark blue, moves down the sea path fifty feet away, his grip on Goliath so practiced that it’s hard to see where man ends and horse begins. He fingers his gold pendant, his sharp gaze combing a grassy terrace overlooking the ocean where guests play lawn games. Among them is Jeddah, dressed in his father’s too-wide Sunday suit. Koa threads his fingers through Goliath’s mane and whispers into the horse’s ear.

I imagine his capable hands on me and blush deep into my roots. As if he feels my rise in temperature, his gaze swings to me. I swear a curse passes from his lips and he glances away. Annoyed again at all the risk I’m taking with this party. Dismounting, he continues toward the game terrace, where a bunch of bricklayers are jeering at Jeddah. One pushes him.

A measure of concern bubbles up in me for the awkward young man, despite my dislike of him. Maybe his desire to attend the university was less about wanting to take on a new trade and more about leaving his old life behind.

“Miss Lucy?”

I turn to see Buddy, in his most formal coat with the brass buttons, leading a party from the great hall. Foremost is a man in his sixties with a silver-handled cane and a black derby. His eyes set up a rapid blinking at the sight of me. Is it a habit formed from a lifetime of clandestine criminal behavior? Or just from keeping out lime powder?

A girl about my age sashays by his side, her dark pink dress cut to flaunt her hourglass figure. With her round shoulders, pale skin, and auburn hair—short and pinned to one side—she is as lovely as a Nootka rose. They are followed by a middle-aged couple.

Buddy, holding his gloved hands before him, formally states, “May I present Mr. Milton Tavernish, his son-in-law Miles Cooper, his daughter Temperance, and his granddaughter Prosper.”

“How do you do?” I ask the newcomers.

Buddy ghosts away, watched curiously by the lime man.

“He was never cut out for a chopper.” Mr. Tavernish remarks, voice plummy.

“A chopper?”

“Your butler. He used to chop wood for my kilns. Long time ago.”

I suck in air over my teeth. Looks can certainly be deceiving. The mild-mannered servant hardly has the physique of a lumberjack, with his narrow back and pigeon breast. But as a chopper, Buddy certainly must know how to handle an axe.

“So you are the famous Lucy.” Mr. Tavernish bows his head at an angle.

Prosper dimples prettily, a beauty mark drawing eyes to her red mouth. “We heard you were a rough diamond, but look how you shine.” Her animated voice contains no hint of her grandfather’s posh accent. “I would absotively love to have some of those sparkles in my hair. I’d be the envy of all the girls in my finishing school.”

I can’t help being fascinated by the way she moves, her lively way of talking. “Er, I will ask my maid where she found them.”

“Have you been to finishing school?” her mother asks me, her accent lying somewhere between her daughter and her father. Temperance is a small woman with the same red-brown hair, large eyes, and pouting mouth as her daughter. Her swishing fan reminds me of a cat’s tail.

“I haven’t, but I had been thinking about university,” I offer, even though I sent off my letter of withdrawal yesterday.

“University? That is not the place for a lady.” Mr. Tavernish stabs his cane. “Frankly, Dakon did you no favor, leaving you to run things here. I wish I had a grandson who might see you settled, but Temperance only gave me one grandchild.”

Temperance sighs at the sky, but Prosper bats at her grandfather’s arm. “And I am worth two boys, aren’t I, dear Papaw? Now let the girl speak.”

“I am doing fine,” I manage. “I have competent staff, and I am confident—”

“Confidence is not very ladylike,” says Temperance, touching a slender hand to the chignon at the base of her neck. “How will you find a husband?”

I can’t help wondering if my own mother would’ve expressed such matrimonial concerns. Was she a cultured lady like Temperance? Or a working woman like Cookie? “I am more interested in seeing that Mr. Sanders’s legacy is—”

“Who runs this place for you?” asks Miles Cooper loudly, clearly used to talking whenever he wants. “A property like this needs discipline. A military mind.” He points to the short blond mighty-fine haircut on his square head. “I myself attended the Naval Academy in Maryland.”

“You don’t play that clangorous Aeolian organ, do you?” booms Mr. Tavernish, interrupting.

“Papaw”—Prosper leans close, brown eyes sparkling—“if we don’t hear how she came by all this, I will absotively die.”

I pull at my hair, trying to decide whom first to answer. “I’m afraid I don’t know—”

“Where is your president, Nash Sanders-Byre?” A new voice barrels in, accompanied by emphatic footfalls. A stocky man with heavy eyebrows to match a luxurious mustachio fills my vision. “Tell him Mr. Zephyr is here. I have spent the last two hours with ocean dyspepsia, and I expect answers.”

My jaw locks. This is the man who holds Nowhere’s future in his hands. Where is Eva? Still finding brochures. I begin to sweat under the demanding gazes of the parties on either side of me. “I am happy to answer any questions. Nash—”

“—is right here, my dear.”

The sound of Nash’s warm voice skips a stone across my heart. There he stands, tall and polished in a crisp navy suit, a dotted tie, and a rounded-collar shirt. I catch my breath, relief flooding me. His dark blond locks are combed neatly, the only evidence of his dustup with Koa a faded purpling under his eye. Every time this polished version of the city rat shows up, I lose the power of speech. I nearly fall over when he ignores the Tavernishes and, with one hand behind his back, presses his lips to my fingers.

“Oh,” murmurs Temperance.

“I am so sorry to have been delayed.” His touch conjures a secret cove smelling of brine, and my annoyance at him fades. His gaze lingers on me a fraction too long, then he bows to the ladies present.

Prosper gapes at Nash, her narrow brush with death clearly forgotten. Her mother’s fan picks up speed, as if trying to waft flames between her daughter and the newcomer.

Gripping Mr. Zephyr’s hand, Nash says smoothly, “Your boat is shaping up to be a fine craft. Here is Sveyn now to show you our labors thus far.”

Sveyn barrels up, eye patch raised, and then leads Mr. Zephyr toward the man’s half-finished Specialty in the dry dock.

Prosper has taken out a handkerchief from a small purse. Twisting around, she drops it behind her, smiling invitingly at Nash.

Is that what they learn at finishing school?

Nash snatches it in midair. He could probably make a sail out of the number of hankies dropped for him. “Ladies, you must be parched. May I show you to the punch bowl?”

Catching my eye, he ticks his head toward the elder Mr. Tavernish. Then he offers his arms to Prosper and Temperance. At least that is a few dragons slain for now. While he engages the women in a lively discussion about the Nowhere hankies for auction, I show Mr. Tavernish and his pompous son-in-law to a nearby high table.

The band strikes up a waltz, and the Quebedeaux sisters trill “In the Good Old Summer Time.” The stage transforms the pair from wet hens to charming songbirds, though they don’t move Mrs. Bonefat, who is standing straight as the rock of Gibraltar while others whirl past. I’m surprised to see Boots gesturing for her to join him at the punch bowl.

Is that a smile cracking her façade? Does Boots whisper something in her ear? Perhaps this is the “housekeeper situation” Mr. Sanders feared. Mr. Sanders forbade fraternization and would never have tolerated an entanglement between his head of labor and his housekeeper. Did Boots kill him over it, with or without Mrs. Bonefat’s help?

I grip my stool and try to focus.

As Mr. Cooper drones on about the rigor and excellence of his university training, Mr. Tavernish sizes me up, eyes blinking out a Morse code. Eventually, Mr. Cooper draws a breath and Mr. Tavernish cuts in, “Lucy, I hope you will consider me a trusted advisor. As you might know, Dakon, Gottfried Götze, and I were close,” he says—clearly a lie. “Where is Gotty, anyway?”

“Unable to attend,” I inform him. “But I am curious—how did you meet Mr. Sanders?”

“My girls went to school with him in Eastsound. Thought he’d marry one of them, but that wasn’t to be.” His gaze drifts to Temperance, across the dance floor at the punch bowl, lifting her glass with pinky held out. “Anyway, he went to work for Gotty for a spell before he became wildly successful. Shame it all came to this.”

I squeeze the hobnails of my glass, wondering if the man’s pity is genuine, given Mr. Sanders’s rebuke of him. “I recall Mr. Sanders speaking about his cannery days. He mentioned he had a close friend by the name of Harry Tang.”

“Doesn’t ring a bell.” Mr. Tavernish rubs at a wet ring his cup has left on the teak. “Dakon had many friends among those heathen clackety-clackers.”

My face burns, the remarks generating a heat I’ve never felt before. Mr. Cooper’s mouth spreads as if preparing to fire another volley of boasts.

“This friend was probably more memorable than most. People later knew him as the Can Man,” I say.

“Ah, yes, even I’ve heard of the Can Man,” Mr. Cooper jumps in. “Didn’t you hire him for the Rooster Cove project?”

Mr. Tavernish gives his son-in-law a thin smile, and his blinking increases speed. “I hired him briefly for a translation before the Rooster Cove project.”

So he does remember my father.

“Rooster Cove just up the sound?” I press. I’ve passed the deep nook countless times on the way to Eastsound.

“Yes. We own a kiln there, where his head turned up,” Mr. Cooper says in a conspiratorial hush.

I lick my lips, feeling a net somewhere tighten. “Harry Tang died on your property?”

I never knew where my father’s remains had been found, but to hear it was so close by makes my perch suddenly unstable. I grip the edge of the table and set a heel on the tile.

“Washed ashore,” Mr. Tavernish testily corrects him. “I didn’t build the kiln until several years after the head showed up.”

“It’s been a good investment,” says Mr. Cooper, oblivious to his father-in-law’s discomfort. “Once the trees grow back, you’ll have a swank piece of property with a view of Mount Baker, as close to a sandy beach as they come here. You can sell it for ten times what you paid.”

“It sounds scenic,” I say. “I would love a tour.”

“Absolutely not.” Mr. Tavernish claps the table. “It’s dangerous for a young lady like you.”

“Why’s that?”

Mr. Tavernish brushes at his striped vest, maybe stalling for time. “Why, kilns are dangerous business. The terrain’s rocky. Easy to twist an ankle. Not to mention all the smoke and fire and heavy equipment moving about. If you’d like to visit my humble estate, I’m happy to show you our prized roses,” says Mr. Tavernish. “It’s the lime that keeps the plants healthy.”

I pretend to be delighted. A high laugh catches my attention—Prosper touches Nash’s arm playfully as he pins her handkerchief up for the auction.

If Mr. Tavernish won’t show us the kiln, maybe she will.
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When the dinner gong is rung, Nash glances over from where he is chatting with Dora on the game terrace. With her usual frown replaced by a simper, my kitchen nemesis actually looks fetching in a dress of sea-blush coral. I should stop harboring resentment toward her. It is petty and unbecoming. Nash must pay her a compliment because she smiles, twisting coquettishly from side to side.

He bows to her, then takes the short walkway up to where I am standing near the band. “May I walk you in?”

Suddenly shy, I accept his arm, my every nerve awakening. Through the years, I’ve known Nash to be aloof, scornful, a troublemaker, and a rogue. These new aspects of him—a collaborator, a deep thinker for whom the world has not always made sense either—will take getting used to. He drinks me in as if I were a tall glass of lemonade on a hot day, escorting me across the travertine patio as if careful not to spill it. Ahead, Prosper crosses toward the great hall with style, her gloved hands swishing like spring leaves. I just try to make it there without tripping.

“I was worried I’d lost you to the Spanish flu,” I tell Nash, masking my shakiness with a light rebuke.

“The ponies lost, and I needed to raise funds for my old man. Good news is, I’ve had to delay my enlistment.”

“I’m sorry about your father, but I’m glad you’re not enlisting.”

“Your care touches my heart.” He angles an amused expression down at me.

“I—it’s just that it’s a waste.” The Sanders family has had enough tragedies. And Nash has a natural sense of people. “You’d be an asset to the business if you wanted to stay.”

“The business. I see.”

Is he disappointed? Before I can decide, we reach the great hall, where I will be expected to make a toast, and worries begin to pull at me. I whisper in Nash’s ear. “I need another favor.”

“Is this how it is to be between us?” he says with mock irritation. “You asking favors, me granting them without a moment’s hesitation? What is it, then?”

I tell him what I have in mind, and he lets out a hollow chuckle. “So you want to stud me out like a prized stallion,” Nash says.

A crimson flush sweeps over my shoulders. “I wouldn’t go that far. Just a friendly outing to Rooster Cove between new friends—you and Prosper. Of course, I will be your chaperone. But only if you think you can manage it.”

His eyes narrow. “You wound me.” He sees me to the podium, then makes his way to Prosper’s table.

I am no more comfortable taking the speaking trumpet on this night than I was a week ago, but the mood is different. I spend a moment reveling in the change. Gone are the held breaths, the faces frozen in shock. Tonight the votives along the sequoia tables have been lit, and the audience is pulsing with color. They laugh; they cheer. Even the whale jaw hanging from the ceiling looks like it’s grinning. In addition to the salmon, which Cookie smoked on cedar planks, there is fried harlequin duck, Dungeness crab, summer squash, and buttery corn pudding.

Eva, standing next to Father Pinnyhorne in his formal long black cassock with a dog collar, gives me a nod.

I put the trumpet to my lips. “Good evening, I am Lucy. Welcome to Nowhere.”

Nash lifts his head from his three-way conversation—Prosper on one side, Mr. Zephyr on his other—as a stout man approaches. I don’t recognize Yates at first without his footman’s livery. Nash slips him a folded envelope from his jacket.

What business would Nash have with the footman? Eva clears her throat, giving me a meaningful jab with her eyes. Pulling my gaze from the pair, I accept the glass of champagne she hands me. “Usually, we would have our cook commit the salmon bones back to their ancestral waters, but she is unavailable tonight.” Cookie refused to make an appearance, saying she wasn’t needed. “So let us drink now to the memory of Mr. Dakon Sanders. Some say he walked on water, but we know he just made it look that way.”

“Hear, hear!” folks cry. Nash raises his glass toward me and smiles.

I let the sparkling liquid roll down my throat, then pass the trumpet to the priest.

While he recites his benediction, I keep my eyes half open, hearing Mr. Sanders’s voice once again in my head. Success is the sum of details. Don’t overlook them. I am not surprised to see several of the young engineers stealing looks at my fair secretary or Dora throwing eye daggers at Flossie. Nor am I surprised to see Prosper Tavernish-Cooper, hands clasped tightly, watching Nash beside her through her lowered lids.

But outside, Mr. Tavernish on the patio gives me pause. He leans on his cane, bent close in conversation with Red, whose hair is now more silver than flame. Red gestures with his cowboy hat, but there’s nothing casual in the set of their shoulders. Perhaps a Catholic blessing makes the lime man uneasy. Or is there a safety concern?

Dinner is served, and I am forced to resume my hostess duties. After Eva and I work down a few bites, she pats her mouth on a napkin and whispers to me. “Auction is starting.”

Mr. Broadbean, the stout cabinetmaker who always conducts the auction, eagerly stands before the podium holding a basket of hankies collected from the display above the punch bowl. I wash down my mouthful, then get to my feet and take my place at Broadbean’s side.

“Folks, this is our eighteenth Gatheround!” Broadbean starts slow, with a nasal voice that makes itself heard without the need of a trumpet. “Yes sir, we started this tradition with one single hankie, embroidered by Lydia Sanders herself, which fetched a whopping fifty dollars, never to be matched.” He pauses, and a murmur ripples through the diners.

“But maybe we can change that tonight,” he continues. “We have twelve beautiful handkerchiefs, whose owners are anonymous so as not to influence the bids. You must have cash, gold, or silver on you to bid, and we’ll go in increments of a dollar. Once I hit the gavel”—he bangs the wood hammer on the podium—“all bidding stops. Banker will collect the proceeds, all for the benefit of the Orphans’ Society. Shall we begin?”

I lift the first handkerchief and hold it for all to see. Three kittens embroidered in orange, gray, and black peek out of a round basket.

Cries of “aw!” and meowing start up. I have no doubt who stitched this one.

Mrs. Bonefat is somewhere in the crowd but does not make herself known.

Broadbean winds up and begins. “Folks, a finer example of kittens has never been seen this side of the Pacific. When you start tearing up and reaching for a hankie, why, the sight of these sweet bouncing balls of fluff will pump up the waterworks even more.”

“Hold it over here!” calls someone from the left side of the room.

I wave the scrap like a matador with a very tiny cape. Someone whistles, no doubt emboldened by drink.

“One dollar,” calls a voice with a Jamaican accent.

Perhaps Boots and Mrs. Bonefat are just good friends. But a handkerchief is a public declaration, even if the creator is anonymous.

“Do I hear two dollars?” asks Broadbean.

And so it goes, with the mustachioed Banker briskly collecting the winnings in a wooden box.

By the eleventh hankie—Prosper’s—several bidding wars have gotten the blood pumping. People’s bellies are filled, and Broadbean’s ridiculous commentary has stretched people’s smiles ear to ear. Tavernish is back in his chair. Red has been joined by Koa, both of them standing by an arched doorway to the patio.

“Let’s see if we can break the bank with this lovely piece of work with the initials PTC embroidered on a—go to Jericho—is that a pineapple? Yes, it is a spiky, bombastic-looking thingamasquigger. Now who could PTC be?”

Prosper answers that rhetorical question with waves to the left and to the right, and the bidding starts right away.

Nash raises his hand when the offer goes to five dollars but is quickly outbidden.

“Folks, a scrap of cotton has never been more exciting. Just think of how this will feel when it absorbs unwanted moisture on your face. Do I hear seven dollars? Eight?”

Nash raises his hand. Prosper delicately cools herself with her mother’s fan as the bidding climbs. Another finishing-school trick? She certainly has the room’s attention.

“Nine? Do I hear nine? These are fine stitches, each one as even and straight as new dollar bills.”

“Nine,” says the man on the other side of Prosper, an oilman.

“Do I hear ten? Look at that T, sturdy enough to comb your hair, Sveyn. Oh wait, you don’t have any.”

People laugh. Prosper throws Nash a shy glance.

“Ten,” he says.

“Going? Going? Sold!” Bang goes the gavel.

Banker collects the winnings, and I present the last hankie. My own.

“And now, the final proffer,” Broadbean announces with the gravity of one reporting an approaching storm.

People scoot closer to get a look at the black-and-white figures on an ocean of blue. The stitches are loopy—embroidery not a forte of mine—but it is unique.

“Now this is curious. Those are sea wolves.” Broadbean’s speaking pace has slowed, as if he is working out how best to sell this one.

The mood shifts. Some bury their faces in their drinks; others stare wide-eyed as I show the hankie around.

“A mother and a calf, it seems. A fine example of our wildlife created by a remarkably steady hand. Who will start us off?”

Murmurs start up, and the hand that created the hankie no longer feels so steady. It seemed like a good idea at the time, a way to bolster the image of sea wolves. But with all the horrified glances aimed my way, I am tempted to drop the controversial square onto the nearest votive candle.

At a middle table, Gilly stands up shakily. “They’re evil, sent by a demon,” he slurs. “Those sea wolves are why we don’t have salmon. Why we don’t have Mr. Sanders. And they’re getting closer every day!”

Jeers start up from somewhere, and Jeddah tries to pull his father back down.

“Maybe we don’t have salmon because you’re hitting the bottle again, eh, Gilly?” yells someone.

Gilly hasn’t touched a drink since he was hired, but it seems his old demons are surfacing.

“He can’t hook ’em anymore!” adds another voice.

Swaying, Gilly grabs at the table, knocking over several cups. “I done my job all these years. ’Tain’t my fault!” he tells Father Pinnyhorne, who has scooted his large frame between the tables, attempting to comfort the man.

Broadbean bangs his gavel. “Order! They pegged Shimmelfen for it, so rest easy, folks.”

The words tug a thread of guilt through me.

“Now, who will start off our bidding on the sea wolves?” Broadbean continues.

“Ten dollars,” says Nash, holding up a hand, grinning at me.

He should be careful. If he is trying to win over Prosper, bidding on my hankie will hardly endear him to her.

Broadbean gestures at my scrap with his weighty arms. “Now, who will make it eleven?”

“Eleven,” says a voice from the back. Koa steps into the room, setting his hat far back on his head. A maid offers him a drink, and he takes it gratefully, then knocks it back.

Broadbean points at Koa. “Three cheers for Koa—eleven big ones for the sea wolves. Do I hear twelve?”

Nash drapes his arm over the back of his chair, not bothering to look at Koa. Here’s his chance to get even for Koa’s swipe at his face, but I hope he doesn’t take it. “You hear twenty, auctioneer.”

Breaths are drawn in. I can feel my face flaring like a new lightbulb.

Broadbean pulls at his suspenders. “Good gravy. How about twenty-one?”

I shoot Koa a warning look, one that begs him not to part with another hard-earned dime, for he will lose this cockfight; a look that promises to make him a whole battalion of badly stitched hankies if he really needs one.

Koa ignores me. His eyes have turned black. “Thirty.”

Nash twists back all the way now. “You sure you have enough in those pockets of yours?” he asks in a voice dripping with sarcasm.

“Why don’t you come check them?” Koa shoots back.

The room has become a field of jackrabbits, sitting up, ears perked. Mr. Zephyr has scooted his chair away from Nash, a frown twitching his mustachio.

Nash smiles. “A hundred.”

“Accepted—thank you, generous bidders,” I say, though my voice is lost in the exclamations. I fight the urge to go tie Nash and Koa’s rooster combs into a knot. Prosper watches the feud with a surprised, almost wry expression.

“A hundred and one,” says Koa.

Broadbean holds up his expressive hands. “Well now, before we go any further, Banker would like to see what you’re bidding with.”

Nash silkily pulls his billfold from his jacket and fans his folded bills between his thumb and finger.

Broadbean rubs his hands together. “I see we came prepared. What about you, Koa?”

Without looking at me, Koa reaches around his neck and pulls out the flat gold nugget that belonged to his father. It gleams even from across the room, like a Chinook salmon surfacing on a sunlit day.

I hear gasps, maybe my own. How could he give up a keepsake like that so easily? He already took his shot.

I have crumpled the hankie in my fist and am tempted to go punch him.

“Two hundred dollars, and I hope that settles that,” booms a voice from the door to the big house. A gent with the figure of a knife and a taut beer belly stands in the doorway. Silvery hair helmets his head, and pointed shoulders are double tent poles for his loose jacket. A weighty fulcrum of a nose balances blue-gray eyes.

“Well met, Gotty!” cries Mr. Tavernish.
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Music has started up again on the patio, encouraging the crowd to withdraw from the dining area and be merry once again. My mind is in turmoil. I can hardly concentrate on our unexpected guest, who of course I should be gratified for the opportunity to question.

“That is generous of you, sir,” Eva tells Mr. Götze as he inspects what his two hundred dollars have netted him. The three of us sit at the end of a table where servants have cleared a space. Eva orders a plate of food for the newcomer and keeps the talk flowing while I collect my wits.

I could strangle both Koa and Nash for dragging their feud into this arena, when so much is at stake. Koa was supposed to be keeping Nowhere safe, not picking fights. And Nash—what will our clients think, a president engaging in such a trivial squabble?

The party could’ve hit the skids.

At least no punches were thrown.

Eva presses a hand to my arm, waking me from my anger. She is like one of the cooling stones Cookie drops in the stew to keep the pot from boiling over.

“All for a good cause, though I’m not a fan of sea wolves.” His tongue has a sharp way of spinning words, like stones across a pond. He smooths the crumpled hankie and lays it across the table from him, as if to keep an eye on it. His cool gaze snaps to mine. “Of course, you know that.”

“Sir?” I ask.

“You can’t drop a hook in Far West Bay without me knowing.” As he chews, he throws quick glances over his shoulder, as if someone might be creeping up on him. “If you violated the gentlemen’s agreement, I will no longer need to honor it either.”

I can feel my face redden. “I was just out for a jaunt. No salmon was taken.”

“Heard you snooping around about Harry Tang,” he continues. The interpreter, Wai, with his face like a moon, appears in my head. “Now, why would you be interested in him?”

I work my tongue. “Mr. Sanders was killed in the same manner as Mr. Tang. Do you not find that remarkable?”

His long thready eyebrows stretch higher. “I think when you make a deal with the devil, the devil’s bound to collect one day. I’ve seen Harry in his absurd canoe. It’s dangerous to paint a canoe green, but he didn’t care about danger. He’d feed them fish with his hands. It was unnatural, the power he had over them.” He glances at the sea wolf hankie again and shudders.

My birthmark suddenly feels as obvious as a neck iron. Have either of the men noticed it? As casually as possible, I pull a good handful of hair to cover it.

“Wouldn’t surprise me if he caused the Salmon Calamity, which nearly bankrupted me.” Mr. Göetz yanks his tie, throwing another look behind him.

I wet my lips. “So what was this deal with the devil?”

Eva has somehow produced her notepad from a hidden pocket and is writing in it.

Götze shrugs. “All I know is, one day he and Dakon both quit on me; then they’re swimming in money, and then Harry’s dead. Whatever deal they made, it cost Harry sooner than later, and Dakon later than sooner.” Götze glugs his wine, Adam’s apple punching in discreet intervals.

Eva scribbles Theory B on her notepad and circles it: Mr. Sanders and my father were killed by the same person. If Mr. Götze blamed my father for the Salmon Calamity, he might’ve killed my father in revenge, or for the more practical reason of preventing him from inciting the sea wolves again. When Mr. Sanders got too close to the truth, did Mr. Götze end him as well?

A chair screeches back, and suddenly Mr. Tavernish has joined our conversation. The two island bosses slap each other’s backs and call for more libations as if they are the proprietors here. I force myself to sit tall like Eva.

Mr. Götze gestures at me with his glass. “So, Lucy, let’s get down to brass tacks. I didn’t come all this way to spend two hundred dollars on a rag. As a showing of goodwill between our companies, we’d like you to reinstate the fishing derby. My men have been downright angry over it,” he says with indignation, as if he wasn’t the one who canceled it.

“It’s well-known you have a salmon problem,” he sails on. “Maybe a derby is what you need to stir the waters back up.”

“Get back some self-respect for your fisherman,” adds Mr. Tavernish, jerking his chin toward where Gilly seems to be ranting at anyone who comes near. The Englishman tops off his and Götze’s glasses. The men do love their spirits, especially when they come from Mr. Sanders’s cabinets.

“Maybe you’d like to call your man Sveyn over,” says Götze with exaggerated patience, as if he is talking to a child.

Anger stiffens my lip, and I squeeze wrinkles into my dress. “Perhaps the reason I have a salmon problem is that you are shooting at sea wolves, driving them into the East Sound.”

A gleeful snort bursts from Mr. Tavernish’s mouth. “Watch out, Gotty, the jellyfish has a stinger.”

“Your Rifles shoot pests like wild pigs,” Götze sneers, his sharp shoulders jumping. “Why should sea wolves be any different?”

A crash makes us all jump. The band grinds to a halt. People yell, and I hear a table being knocked over. Someone yells, “Get him!”

The party just hit the skids.

I spring to my feet and run toward the melee, trying to avoid those running the other way.

On the patio, Nash and Koa are facing off. Mouth bleeding, Nash cradles his hand from a punch he must have just landed. Koa shakes off the pain. His face becomes gleeful, like a hound released on a fox. He’s no longer wearing his jacket, and a patch of blood stains the front of his shirt. His?

“Pound away,” Nash snarls, flipping back his hair. His collar is ripped—Koa’s work, clearly. “We shall all rest easy tonight knowing that the man responsible for keeping us all safe has come unhinged. Course, it can’t be easy pining away for the girl who buys your bread, as they say. Rather pathetic, if you ask me.”

Nash’s badgering tongue will get him killed.

“Stop! Stop, you bucketheads!” I insert myself between the two, though the fight just moves around me as if I’m not there.

Koa has a wild look in his eye. Red and another Rifle attempt to grab him, but he shakes them off and lunges at Nash. The two fall into a heap, knocking over a set of drums. A cymbal crashes to the floor. Shrieking guests clear the floor as Koa and Nash, each grabbing at the other’s neck, roll unevenly across it. A string of lanterns is yanked down.

I jam my hand into the pocket of my gown, catching a finger. But at last my grip finds the pearly handle of the Double Dee. I raise it in the air. Pow.

Compared to the boom of a rifle, the small handgun barely barks. But it is enough to cause the two asinine roosters to lift their combs. Red and the other Rifle quickly separate the men.

“Saved your hide,” Koa spits at Nash, then storms away.

Guests hold their elbows; some stumble away in various states of confusion and shock. Sveyn and Boots attempt to calm people. The staff don’t bother to conceal their disappointment, faces long and whispering. A mess of broken glass and flowers is strewn about the patio.

“Your watchdog ruined a good shirt,” Nash says darkly, panting. His chin is cut, and a bruise is forming over his left eye. He dabs his mouth with his sleeve. “You don’t have a sea-wolf hankie on you, do you?”

I jab a finger at his nose. “I trusted you to help the business, not turn it into a circus! Bad enough that you waltzed in last minute like the king of England—”

Remembering the eyes on me, I draw myself up, trying to recover some dignity.

Our controversial client, Zephyr, stands a few feet away, mustachio twitching, arms folded tightly. “Shameful.”

And with that, Nowhere’s biggest fish swims away.

“The good news is,” Nash ventures, “Prosper said yes to a date at Rooster Cove tomorrow.”

I grimace, seeing only the shards of my shattered plans before me.

Eva brings me the speaking trumpet. Shunning Nash, I step around a fallen stool and address the moving crowd. “Our dear guests, I am sorry to bring our evening to an early close. For those staying with us, Red will escort you to your rooms, and for those of you leaving tonight, Sveyn and Boots will show you back to your boats.”

All that work, all that expense, gone to waste.

I hand Eva the trumpet. “I need to talk to Koa.”

She sets off in one direction. I march down the sea path to the Peace Rock.

It must be past nine o’clock, judging by how the light falls through the cloud cover. I console myself that the party would have ended soon anyway, but it doesn’t take away my anger.

Koa is sitting on the Peace Rock, drinking out of a bottle of whiskey from who knows where. He holds it out to me. “You had a drink with him. How ’bout one with me?” His eyes climb up my dress to my face, and he gets to his feet.

I half laugh, though the words send a shiver down my body. He is drunk or getting there, but I can’t help remembering the bold way he touched me during target practice. Course, it can’t be easy pining away for the girl who buys your bread, Nash remarked.

I take the bottle and fling it as far as I can toward the sea. It doesn’t actually make it there, but lands ten feet away with a clunk.

“Do you know what you did?” I demand.

He laughs. “Yes, I evened up his face.”

“Unbelievable. You know how much this cost. What’s at stake.” I can feel tears coming. “This is just like the Dry House. You do what you want. It doesn’t matter what I need.”

“That city rat was begging for it, waving his money like he owns the place,” he says, looking toward where the bottle landed.

I let out an angry growl and swing at him.

Before my hand reaches his face, he catches my wrist. With an angry grunt, I lash out with my left, but he seizes that one too. Slowly—almost tenderly—he lowers my arms behind my back, holding them there.

I could wrench free, but I don’t.

He pulls me close, bending over me, his alcohol-soured breath laced with something wild. His lips trace a hot path from my forehead to my nose, and as my protests become curses, he licks those curses away, then kisses me deeply.

It is like following a rare bird into a dark forest—making me tremble with fear, and a little happiness.

“I’m firing you,” I gasp once we come up for air.

“Later,” he mumbles, kissing my neck, making my insides ache. He loosens his grip, and my traitorous limbs pull his head closer. My body seems to have lost contact with my mind, and I feel myself falling, faster than a diving murrelet.

As his lips press more deeply, all the thoughts carving deep tracks in my head—seals and Specialties, lost business and lost souls—float away.

The grind of an engine pierces the fog in my head, and through the blur, I glimpse a boat approaching across the water. It is the sheriff’s olive-brown steamer, the Forthright. My ardor cools. So he has arrived early, bringing his unwelcome news.

“Stop,” I sputter, and all the worries come rushing back.

“Nope,” Koa growls, holding me tighter.

“The sheriff is here, you brute.”

He sucks in his breath and at last lets me go, a pained look on his face.

What am I doing? Everything is wrong.

“I need some distance from you,” I say, feeling hot and chilly at the same time. The business is crumbling, and a killer is on the loose. Instead of supporting me, Koa has made things worse. “Have Red make the reports from now on.”

I straighten my gown, which seems to be missing some buttons. Shunning Koa, just as I am shunning Nash, I steer my feet toward the marina, somehow feeling the night has just begun.
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The sheriff’s arrival adds a note of panic to an already ruined night. When I arrive wearing someone’s discarded shawl, the dockmaster is directing the Forthright to nose in with sweeping movements of his long arms. Father Pinnyhorne, Boots, and Sveyn have formed an impromptu farewell line, seeing the guests to their boats.

Sveyn and Boots crowd around me. “What the devil are they doing here?” Sveyn whispers loudly. “We didn’t invite them to the party, did we?”

The whispering has drawn the interest of guests, who are also probably wondering the same thing. I pull the shawl tighter around me.

Sheriff Orr steps off his transport, hat in hand and rubbing his sparse hair as he takes in the well-dressed people crowding the marina and the brightly lit big house. “I hope I am not crashing a party.”

“Of course not.” The party has already been crashed. “Welcome back to Nowhere.”

Doc holds a yacht steady as an older couple edges by, faces puckered with unease. “Keep it coming, folks, keep it coming,” the dockmaster urges.

“Thank you.” The sheriff sets down his suitcase. “I know I said Sunday, but I made great haste in view of the circumstances. Mark my words, I will not fail a second time.” The words are meant to assure, but I can’t help feeling a little queasy with the dock swaying under me.

Boots crosses his arms, putting wrinkles in his velvet dinner jacket. “What circumstances?”

“The sheriff has reopened the investigation,” I say, trying to summon some poise.

“Why weren’t we informed?” Sveyn demands, all six feet two inches of him bristling with indignation.

“I made a decision I thought was best,” I say, trying not to wilt under his gusts of disapproval. Deception comes with a price—one I hope will not prove too dear.

“It seems our suspect has a solid alibi,” the sheriff tells Sveyn and Boots. “We have lost much time, but I have some new leads I will be following up on.”



It is nearly midnight by the time I am de-jeweled, de-frocked, and sunk deep into a hot bath. Flossie works her strong fingers into my hair, and for a moment I am lifted out of my misery. “Oh, that feels so good. If tomorrow it all falls apart, at least I will have had this blissful moment.”

“Looks like this ain’t the only blissful moment you’ve had tonight.”

“What do you mean?” I look up.

She is bent over my head, her eyes full of mischief. “I mean, it looks like a mosquito bit you.”

“We don’t have mosquitos here.”

“Exactly.”

I gasp and sit up, water sloshing off me, and she hands me a mirror. Two red marks have formed, one on my neck and a larger one below my collarbone. I slap a hand to my chest.

“Musta been a pretty big bug.”

“You don’t say.” I sink into the bath again, letting water close over my shameful head.

Flossie pulls me up by the nape of my neck. “So who did it, then?”

I grimace, hating myself for missing Koa’s touch. We have crossed a line that I was not ready to traverse, especially with the memory of a secret briny cove stirring something long-held inside me.

Is it possible to desire two men at once?

Flossie gives me a fox-like grin. “It’s Koa. Nash’s mouth was busted, though I bet he’s a fine kisser too.”

“I am done with them both.” Their cockfighting has become an obstacle, and sorting through my feelings for either one a distraction. From now on, I will hold them both at arm’s length. “Mr. Sanders asked me to guard the nest, and I have done a poor job so far.”

She briskly scrubs my back. “My favorite brother told me: ‘Flossie, try to do the right thing even when it’s the wrong thing. But don’t let me catch you doing nothing. That’s the worst thing of all.’ ”

“He sounds pretty wise.”

“Yes, for a man.”

I allow myself a good laugh. It may be the only one I will have for a while.



The news of the sheriff’s return has packed the pews. I stand discreetly at the back of the church, listening to the panicked conversations, feeling too warm in a split skirt and matching lavender jacket over a buttoned-up blouse of thick silk that hides my “mosquito bites.”

Koa is not here, nor are any of the Rifles, who are working tight shifts. I don’t see Nash, either.

“Oh, it’s all happening again,” whispers one of the Quebedeaux sisters from the nearest pew. “I just feel sick. It could be anyone.”

I can’t help wondering if the washing will come to a stop again too.

“Or maybe Gilly is right,” her sister replies. “Maybe it is the you-know-what. It’s using the sea wolves to do us in, taking our fish, our Mr. Sanders. None of us is safe!”

Gilly and Jeddah’s normal spot in the corner is empty. Perhaps the fisherman is sleeping off a hangover.

After his usual prayer, the priest lifts his arms. “Now, many of you have been living in fear of the sea wolves that swim near our shores. But are they not God’s creatures, made by his capable hands? I submit to you that God uses even the fearsome sea wolves to do his work.” He pounds in every syllable, spit flying. “Now, let us talk about Jonah.”

A shiver rattles me. God’s work—or something else’s?

“Miss?” A voice speaks behind me. It is Red, brawn as a barn door, beckoning me out. His thick neck swivels warily as we step into the air. Though he walks with a slight limp, the flare-up of his old injury doesn’t seem to have slowed him much.

“How’s that leg?”

He blinks. “My leg?”

“Er, Koa mentioned an old injury…?”

“Ah, yes—well, the leg’s fine. Got a bullet in there, you know.”

We stop at the top of the vista, where he has tied his horse to a tree. Down below, workers dismantle the garden of its party finery: lights, wreaths, lanterns. The sheriff’s Forthright squats in the harbor like an old rain boot.

“An accident in my reckless twenties,” he continues. “I was lucky it didn’t shatter my knee. Only notice it when I’m doing the polka.” He grins, showing a mouthful of mostly straight teeth.

Perhaps the injury didn’t cause him to step down as head Rifle, then. Perhaps Red had his own reasons. Or Mr. Sanders—had he demoted the Rifle?

“I hate to bring you out of Sunday service, but a couple of matters have come up. We found holes dug on the summit of Mount Consternation and filled in again, with sticks stuck to mark the piles. They almost look like graves.”

A chill walks down my spine. Why would anyone go to Mount Consternation to bury something?

“We counted at least twenty,” he continues, rubbing his silver-reddish hair. “Might’ve been there for days, even weeks. We would’ve found them earlier, but Consternation’s off the daily patrol path with the beaches taking priority.”

I draw in a breath. “Does Koa think someone has been taking advantage of our reduced watch?”

“That, or the seals were placed to intentionally mislead us.”

My breath seeps out at the possibility. “What’s in the holes?” Seal bodies?

“Horlick’s checking it out. Also, we found a seal head by Chin Chin Beach. Looks fresh.”

I knot my arms, feeling unbalanced. The small inlet, where the best oysters are to be found, lies just north of Crow Beach. Koa predicted this fourth seal. The seal killer is still hunting. But why?

“There’s something else. He found a glove. Olive drab, woolen. At least it proves the seal killer isn’t a demon.”

“He’s getting sloppy.”

“Seems that way. I’ll let you get back to the sermon.” He unties his horse and mounts.

“Red, I happened to see you talking with Mr. Tavernish during the Gatheround blessing.”

Astride his horse, he stares down at me, and his short brow furrows deep enough to plant seeds in. “Yes. He said he felt nausea and came outside for some air. I asked him if he wanted me to fetch the nurse.”

“I see. Thank you.”

Watching him depart, I can’t help wondering what had made the lime man ill. He’d been awfully cagey when I asked him about my father, especially after his son-in-law, Mr. Cooper, let slip that the Can Man’s remains had been found on Tavernish property. Maybe telling lies upset his stomach. A habit of lying is in character with someone who would dump lime into the ocean for an insurance payout. But killing? My teeth grind. As angry as I am at Nash, I need to visit Rooster Cove, and he is the only way there right now.

Instead of returning to the tense atmosphere inside the church, I remove the priest’s garden shears from his wheelbarrow and clip snowball roses from the new bushes. I approach Mr. Sanders’s grave, blocking out thoughts of his severed head. Instead I conjure a memory of how the man beamed at me when placing his two trick nickels into my palm. The way he’d shake the hand of every employee, even the fetch-boy, at the Smokeout. I place one rose on his grave and one on Daniel’s. Then I make my way to Viridian House.

At the bottom of Chapel Hill, two figures exit the madrone-lined path to Nash’s residence. I pause behind a thick Garry oak, recognizing Sheriff Orr in his plain brown suit and one of his deputies. The sheriff walks with his customary hurried pace, head down, not speaking, as if his thoughts are hard to carry. What business did they have at Viridian House? The two make their way to the big house, where I’ve allowed them to conduct interviews in one of the west-wing offices.

Stepping up to the porch of Viridian House, I am suddenly engulfed by feelings that are hard to sort out. Worry, nerves, a strange longing… and a healthy dose of annoyance. I remind myself to stay calm, as once again Nash is doing me a favor. Bracing myself against the glossy wooden door frame, I take a deep inhale of the forest scents, then knock.

Nash’s face softens when he sees me. A red mark underscores his left eye, while the right eye looks mostly healed. “We have to stop meeting like this.”

“Why was the sheriff here?”

He sighs. “He had some questions about my arrangement with you over Viridian House. Do you think I am his latest suspect?”

Besides the injuries, he looks annoyingly dapper in a shirt with a gathered yoke, loosely tucked into brushed cotton trousers with suspenders. I sear my gaze into his stubbly chin. “It would help if you looked less like a villain. Did your manly maneuverings scare off Prosper from your date?”

“On the contrary, I think she was quite impressed. Impressionable young ladies love seeing frustrated lovers fight for a lady’s nod. She applied my arnica compress with such tender fingers.”

I snort. “How touching. What about impressionable business clients? SSI is now in worse shape because of you.”

“I know, and I’m sorry.” He actually looks remorseful, lashes curtaining his fallen gaze, mouth grimacing. I bet he’s a fine kisser too. “Koa and I have a bit of a history, as you know. I let it interfere with my good judgment. Please, come in.” He opens the door wider and gestures into the living room.

At the sight of the leather couch, I am instantly reminded of the last time I sat there, the day my dress tried to kill me. I blush and wrap my arms firmly around my chest. The living room is full of paintings stacked against the green-papered walls. “No, thank you. What time is our outing?”

“We shall be picking Miss Tavernish-Cooper up from Eastsound Harbor at two.” He notices my interest in the paintings. “I told you my mother was quite an artist. Like you. Would you like to see them?”

Despite my misgivings, I step over the threshold, drawn in by the watercolors, oils, pastels, and sketches done in a finer hand than mine.

“They’re exquisite.” I kneel on a sherpa rug by the fireplace, where honey-scented candles burn. The works range from the whimsical—a comet shooting over a blue-pink sky, mirrored in the turquoise water—to realistic sketches of fishermen. “Why do you have all these out?”

“Our agent has sold Mother’s lesser favorites, and I need to send them along.”

An oil painting of two teenage girls on a beach catches my eye. They are dressed in colorful, loose dresses, their arms bare. One is in profile, with her strong Sanders nose and piercing blue eyes. Her dark blond hair is adorned with flowers. “That’s your mother.”

“Yes.” Nash lowers himself next to me, wincing as he bends.

The other girl seems lost in thought. Her dark chestnut hair falls over her rounded shoulders in a loosed braid. Large expressive eyes, a straight nose, and a pouting mouth tug at my memory. Nash flips the painting over, where on the other side, Viridian has written, Girls on the Beach, 1895.

“Who is she?”

“I’m not sure. Definitely not Aunt Lydia.” He carefully sets the painting back down.

“She reminds me of someone. Temperance Tavernish-Cooper,” I say.

“Yes, you’re right.” His gaze feathers my cheek.

I’m suddenly too aware of his closeness, the sound of his breath making my own breathing shallow. I stand, feigning interest in a coffee-table vase that contains no flowers, only a single black flannel tennis ball. “Last night I saw you give an envelope to our footman. Why?”

He pulls himself off the floor, and together we stare at the coffee table, as if it is a puddle in which we are trying to see our reflections. “Your footman. Right. Before I left for Seattle, he asked me to deliver a substantial amount of money to his agent there. I was just giving him his receipt.”

“Why not have Banker wire it?”

He rubs his chin. “That takes time, and he was desperate that his nieces receive the funds as soon as possible. Their father died, you see.”

“How unfortunate.” I never thought of Yates having a life outside of Nowhere, but of course it’s common for Nowhere employees to send money home. “How much money?”

“Five hundred dollars.”

“Five hundred!”

“Is that significant?”

“That is exactly the amount Shimmelfen stole. They were pinochle partners.”

He twists his mouth to one side. “Then perhaps Shimmelfen was stealing for Yates. I’m philosophically opposed to coincidence because it feels a little lazy.”

I was simply borrowing the funds for a good cause, Shimmelfen said. Was Yates the good cause? And, after being denied the funds, did Yates then kill Mr. Sanders in a fit of anger? I wouldn’t think the slow-footed Yates had it in him.

But he did have a third pinochle partner, who is a former lumberjack: Buddy.

My brain twists itself into knots. Could Buddy have killed Mr. Sanders? The three men—Yates, Buddy, and Shimmelfen—were close. Friends? Or more than? Did the self-restrained butler seek vengeance for the disgraced valet?

“A nickel for your thoughts?” says Nash.

“Why do you keep a tennis ball in your vase?”

He lets out a soft chuckle, lashes flickering. “Why do you think?”

I feel a nervous squeeze in my belly. Is the ball a keepsake of our kiss on the court? Or is he playing with me once again? Blood rushes to my head, making my temples pound. Watching his chest move with his breath, I fight an insane urge to press myself against him, the way we lay on the tennis court.

I remember everything in excruciating detail. How one moment I had my ear to his lips, listening for breath, and the next he pulled my head close and pressed his mouth to mine. I felt his voice catch in my throat, the pearly smoothness of his teeth. He rolled me over, and the world shifted a little on its axis. His forearms pressed the pavement on either side of my head, his hip bones heavy but not smothering. He gazed down at me, and a look of pure wonder lit his face. Without a word passing between us, he began kissing me again.

After that brush, I became invisible to him.

“Lucy,” he says, reaching for me.

Arm’s length, I remind myself, stepping back. An heiress should be in charge of her emotions. Mine feel like they’re dragging me around by the collar. “I will see you at the marina at one thirty.”
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Despite the bright new furnishings, a gray has fallen over the big house once again. The servants scurry like mice, keeping out of sight. In the reception room, Mrs. Bonefat is clucking her tongue at the walls of our redone hall. She releases a deep, disapproving breath.

Hearing me, she stiffens. She is much too dignified to tell me I should’ve left things alone, but I smell her displeasure, as strong as the lilac perfume she wore the day I stumbled out of Mr. Sanders’s office.

“Mrs. Bonefat,” I begin, feeling like some explanation is needed. “I’m sorry the party did not turn out the way I—”

“Sh!” She cuts me off with a flick of her handkerchief. She does not like hearing my apologies. “Do you know, Mr. Sanders never really learned how to play that.” She points her nose at the Aeolian organ atop its raised stage.

“But I’ve seen him play it.” Few people can play the Aeolian organ, and Mr. Sanders was considered a master.

“He could pick out a few notes here and there. But most of the time he was playing a recording.”

Does she mean that Mr. Sanders was a confidence man? A trickster?

Of course not. He was a visionary, some say brilliant. But maybe not brilliant in every way. Perhaps, to run a massive estate, you need not be good at everything—as long as you look like you know what you’re doing.

She presses her handkerchief to her eyes, and I move close enough to see her face. The tip of her pointy nose is red, and her skin looks paler than usual. She’s been crying. Her cat cameo hangs crookedly from her collar.

A last detail slides into place, one that brings the entire picture to life. “You loved Mr. Sanders.”

“Of course I did,” she says gruffly. “Before you wonder—no, I did not kill him. That day…”

Her voice falters, and I know immediately which day she speaks of.

“That day”—she tries again—“I confessed my feelings for him. I acted shamefully. But do you know what he said?”

I shake my head.

“He said, ‘My darling Wilhelmina—’ ”

Her name is Wilhelmina?

“ ‘—I regret that I do not return your affections, but because of my great respect for you, I have decided to do something I never thought I would. I will get you a kitten.’ ” A laugh escapes her lips, one that causes a tear to fall.

“He hated cats.”

I fear I must take drastic measures, Eva heard Mr. Sanders say when discussing the “housekeeper situation.”

“Yes.”

“So you and Boots are not… keeping company?”

Her eyes become sharp; then she barks out a laugh. “Certainly not.” Brushing her skirts, she straightens her cat cameo. “If you must know, Mr. Sanders asked Boots to look after me if anything should ever happen to him.” Her eyes grow moist again, and she shakes her head. “He will never be replaced. Now if you’ll excuse me.” She sets off toward the business wing.

I plod up the stairs to my office, marveling at Mrs. Bonefat’s revelations, which somehow make me admire her more.

The telephone is ringing when I enter. I cross to Eva’s writing desk and answer. “Hello? This is Lucy from Sanders Ships.”

“Call from the University of Washington,” an operator says. “Please hold.”

I grip the receiver with two hands, as if it is a live animal that might scurry away. Is it the botanist calling?

A moment later, a different voice, quieter and lower, says, “This is Mary Paul from the University of Washington. I am told the new owner of Sanders Ships has been trying to reach me.” She speaks with the careful articulation of someone speaking a second tongue.

“Yes. Thank you for calling back.”

“I was upset to hear about Mr. Sanders’s passing. I hope they have caught the killer.”

“Not yet. I know you had a phone call with him. I’m trying to understand his last days, and I wondered if you could share what you talked about.” I bring the candlestick base and the receiver to the window, and gaze down at the sound. The water is ruffled, restless. “Miss Paul?” Perhaps she did not hear my question.

“Mr. Sanders had heard about my research,” she says slowly.

“Which is?” I press the receiver closer to my ear, wishing she would speak faster.

“I am a botanist, specializing in mushrooms.”

My eyes snap to the prototype of Wilds of Orcas Island on Mr. Sanders’s desk. “Fungi.” I bring the telephone to the desk, trying not to trip on the wire. Setting down the base, I sit on one of the guest chairs and flip to the last page. China blue.

“Yes, fungi. You know your terminology.”

I barely notice Eva entering the room. She takes the guest chair next to mine, and I angle the receiver so she can hear.

“What did Mr. Sanders want to know?” I ask Mary.

Eva whips out her notepad and poises her pen. The botanist takes even longer answering this time. Why is she so reluctant?

“I’m sorry, but he requested that I keep our conversation private.”

“I see.” Frustration clouds my vision. Mr. Sanders kept many secrets, but this one seems especially important to unlock. He spoke to Mary the day he wrote my letter. What is the significance? Or is there any significance?

People listen when they know it is you talking. I can hear Flossie’s voice in my ear.

“Miss Paul.” I try again. “Before I inherited the estate, I was Mr. Sanders’s research assistant for the book he was writing. I know he found a species called China blue. If I just knew what that was, it would help me understand… why I am here.”

Eva stops writing and gives me a solemn nod.

Our heads press close, waiting for a reply but only getting static. Have we lost the connection? The phone’s buzzing, crackling noise seems to bury itself in my chest, and I take a deep breath to loosen it.

“Caeruleum sinensis,” says Mary at last. “Mr. Sanders knew of my research into this species. China blue is a very rare and valuable medicinal herb and aphrodisiac.”

“Aphrodisiac?”

“Yes. And it can induce hallucinations. China’s late Empress Dowager supposedly paid a hundred dollars for a single stalk, which is enough to make a pint of tincture.”

The memory of a warm cup of tea presses into me. Jasmine is Empress Dowager’s favorite tea. The interpreter Wai’s voice returns to my head. She was certainly a lady who enjoyed her brews.

“It needs the perfect climate to grow, and it must be cut at the perfect length,” Mary adds.

Buried golden treasure… rotting to its perfect measure. The words of Mr. Sanders’s riddle as told to me by Father Pinnyhorne slide into my thoughts. Fungi decompose, or “rot”—dead organic matter. Was Caeruleum sinensis the “fortune” my father and Mr. Sanders found on Parish Isle?

Something’s been took from that demon, and it wants revenge, Gilly’s gruff voice echoes. It won’t stop until it gets its bloodfill.

“What sort of climate?” I ask.

“Year-round fog, but not too chilly. A pristine environment kept free of natural predators, like land slugs, spotty beetles, certain bacteria.”

That definitely sounds like Parish Isle. “Did he say where this place was?”

“No. He said he would arrange for me to visit when the time was right. He needed my assistance to make sure he had found the right fungus. There are mirror mushrooms that resemble China blue but are poisonous, you see.”

I shudder. Evil mirrors are everywhere. “What does China blue look like?”

“It’s actually white, not blue, and grows about four inches long when mature. Some people say it has the shape of asparagus.”

My eyes snap to the vase of mystery plant on the shelf. White asparagus. “Why is it called China blue?”

“When soaked in ethanol, it turns the liquid blue. Its poisonous mirrors do not.”

Eva crosses to the call panel and presses Buddy’s button.

“One last question, Miss Paul. Is it possible that China blue could grow on a populated island like ours?” Koa said the wild boar on Mount Consternation had been turning in circles after consuming the plant. The one on Jawbone Beach had reared up and boxed the air. Perhaps the animals had been hallucinating?

“It’s possible, but if there are predators, it likely wouldn’t survive. Once disturbed, it desiccates quickly due to its elongated morphology. On the other hand, quick desiccation makes for easy packing and transport.”

“So it would’ve made a profitable export.” A hundred dollars for a single stalk.

“Most definitely.”

After thanking her for her time, I hang up.

Buddy glides into the room, holding an empty jar plus a bottle of Mr. Sanders’s favorite Caribbean rum, which Eva must have requested. “Are you certain you don’t want a squeeze of lime with this?” he asks. “Or ice?”

“No, thank you, Buddy,” I say. “That will be all.”

My skin feels charged with electricity, and my pulse has become a drumbeat in my ears. After Buddy leaves, Eva watches me drop one of the mystery plant stalks into the jar and set it on the desk. “You do it. My hands are unsteady.”

Eva uncorks the rum and carefully pours.

The clear liquid turns deep sapphire blue the instant it touches the dried fungus.

“China blue,” I whisper, screwing the lid on the jar. Is that why the boars have been acting so strange? Not a demon, but a mushroom. “Mr. Sanders said he would arrange for Mary to visit ‘when the time is right.’ What do you think he meant? Fungi grow without regard to season, as long as the climate suits.”

“Maybe the time didn’t refer to China blue.” Eva frowns at Mr. Sanders’s entry on the open page of Wilds of Orcas Island. “He wrote that after talking to you. It must have been the right time.”

That was the day I gave Mr. Sanders the picture of Shadow and Scull and saw his eyes grow tearful. I’d given him proof of my sea-wolf sense.

An ocean roars loud in my ears. “He was waiting for me to be ready?”

She nods.

Only you can calm the wolves.
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When I arrive at the marina, Nash is chatting with Doc by the Lady Vee, casually cool in a wool serge shirt with a pointed collar and a fishing-style vest. His Poggie #1 hat has been replaced by a tightly woven boater.

Doc barely acknowledges me with a nod. “You got a half dozen of the best yachts and skips to take you where you want to go, and you still want the Lady Vee?” He directs his comments to Nash.

“It is meant for four passengers, and a yacht does not serve our purposes today,” I say primly. Doc may not want to talk to me, but I will still be heard.

Nash gives another of his helpless shrugs. “Girls like fast boats.”

“Heck to breakfast,” Doc mutters.

I’m not sure where he picked up his favorite expression. The man grew up in the Queen Charlotte Islands in British Columbia, then drifted his way down the coast until he found a position here.

I bend a frown in Nash’s direction and tell Doc, “We’re just taking a ramble across the sound, and as you can see, there’s nothing out there.”

Doc glances up at the low clouds muddying the sky. “Seeing isn’t everything. Can’t see the wind. Can’t see what’s coming up from the bottom. Especially with all the bull kelp. Could be sea wolves, and I wouldn’t want to get in their way.”

I feel chastened by his reply, but at least this time he acknowledges my question. Plus, he has a point. The water is a mirror showing spiky forests of conifers, but rafts of bull kelp with their gaseous floats put bubbles in the glass. Beneath the kelp forest stirs an entire writhing ecosystem, from the tiny zooplankton to the great sea wolves.

“Wait for me,” a voice carries from the dock. Eva hurries toward us, wide-brimmed straw hat bobbing.

What is she doing here? After declining to accompany me to the Chinese camp, she is the last person I expected to see. She approaches the boat as if it were an alligator.

“Thought you wouldn’t step foot aboard the Specialties,” Doc observes.

A memory bubbles up, Sveyn declaring that yachts were a man’s business, pointing out Miss Jack as proof: She won’t even board them.

“The Nooksack are a seafaring people,” she announces in a more defiant tone than I’ve heard her use.

“They can still get seasick,” says Doc out the side of his flat mouth, handing her in.

So water makes her ill. “There is no need to get nauseated on my account,” I say.

Instead of replying, Eva takes a seat in the back, folding her dark skirt under her as she settles, and buttons her gray sweater all the way to the top. Nash goes in next, taking the driver’s seat.

Before boarding myself, I peer into Doc’s deeply lined face. “Do you believe the sea wolves mean us harm?”

He has answered me once. Perhaps I can coax another reply. His livelihood requires constant vigilance over the sea, and he must have an opinion on this.

He busies himself straightening a rope, and I think he might ignore me. But then he says quietly, “Elders tell us the animals are related to us, including sea wolves. When humans drown, sea wolves take them down to their underwater homes, and they become sea wolves too.” His flannel sleeves are rolled, and he rubs at one of the red-and-black dogfish tattoos on his arm. “Sea wolves aren’t dangerous like the way people are.” He’s back to addressing Nash only. “But they can get stirred up. Ask Mr. Götze. One bit the keel clean through his skiff once long before you were born. He swore he saw teeth marks.”

Is that why the man is forever looking over his shoulder, as if expecting something to rise from the deep? Was his run-in with a sea wolf just bad luck, or the start of something darker, with my father caught in between?

Suddenly chilled, I take the seat beside Eva, who buries her own surprised expression and briskly tucks a blanket around us.

Doc pushes us out of the slip.

The Lady Vee purrs beneath us as Nash bears north, scaring off sleek black cormorants who squawk protests.

Nash glances back at Eva, who hasn’t let go of the grab bar. “There’s a life vest, in case that will make you more comfortable. And if pirates worry you, I’ve got a gun and I’m a good shot.”

“I am fine.”

We pass the stables, then the Rifle House, Nash regaling us with tales about legendary Puget Sound pirates. I informed Red about our secret journey, thankful not to have to tell Koa myself. I dislike excluding him from my life, especially now, when I need his support more than ever. But I can’t help feeling that that unrestrained part of him, always in danger of slipping free, may lead us into trouble.

As we leave Nowhere behind, my heart starts up an anxious stuttering. What will I find on the beach where my father was killed? Time will have erased all visible traces. But, as Doc said, seeing isn’t everything. What ghosts remain?

The west side of the sound is a more rugged version of her sister on the east, with jagged shoulders and steep slopes. She is the one who rises at dawn and goes to bed early. With the sun overhead, both sisters are on display, each with her own curves and peaks and textures.

The symmetrical buildings of Eastsound, small as brushstrokes, appear at the end of the waterway, and soon we are pulling up to the sleepy marina with its handful of boats. Prosper waits on a bench, eye-catching in a yellow dress and matching hat.

“Afternoon, miss. You wouldn’t be looking for a taxi, would you?” asks Nash, bumping us up against the dock and quickly lashing to.

“Depends, sir. How much is the fare?” She crosses her arms and tilts her chin.

“One stop at Rooster Cove.”

“Done,” she says with a wink at me. She is a well-made lure, designed to attract from all angles. Perhaps I will go to finishing school too, one of these days.

Nash helps her into the front seat, and she twists around. “Hello, ladies. What an exciting adventure after a rather… unusual evening. Tell me, sir, what about that poor man—was Koa his name?—had you so knotted up? You are a prince, and he is a guard, though of course a very good-looking one. Now, that is a man who knows how to handle a rifle.” She twists around again and flutters her large brown eyes, her beauty mark looking especially bold.

Eva blushes, and I imagine myself evaporating, a cloud floating out of reach.

Nash throws the throttle all the way forward, and we all hold on.

Prosper squeals with laughter. “Oh, hit a nerve, did I?”

“Koa and I have been at odds since we were twelve years old and he ripped up a picture I was drawing,” Nash states simply.

What picture? I never heard that story. Despite a twinge of annoyance at how easily she extracted that, I can’t help marveling at her skill in outcharming him, touching her finger right on a sore spot.

Prosper gasps and puts a hand on her heart. “What were you drawing?”

Feeling us all watching him, Nash shrugs. “I can’t tell all my secrets.”

Prosper points to a cove coming up on the right. I have never looked into the deep nook, shaped like a rooster’s head, with its narrow entrance that is easy to pass. Nash pulls back on the throttle, guiding the boat into the notch. A pair of loons in black-and-white nuptial plumage disappear silkily into the water.

At the shoreline, a one-hundred-foot pier splits the cove in half. Two hundred feet beyond the dock lies the kiln. But there is no smoke. The kilns I’ve seen before burn at all hours of the day, smoke rising in white curtains. This one looks cold. There are no barrels for the filling of lime, or carts for the transport of limestone to the kiln. The bluff above the kiln looks carved out, and stumps litter the hillside. A handful of seals eye us from the shore.

“I thought it was a working kiln,” says Eva.

“Your grandfather said it was full of heavy equipment, fire, and smoke,” I add.

Prosper twists her chin toward us. “I don’t know why he would say that. It’s been depleted for over a year. Pretty ugly spot, if you ask me. He should clear it all and build a ranch.”

Despite the bald spot in the middle, not all the trees have been taken. A shady forest rises up on the right.

Nash kills the engine and lets the current drift us to the dock. Then he jumps out and ties up. He holds a hand to Prosper, but she doesn’t move.

Gazing up, she holds her hat to her head. “Are you sure you want to stop here? I say we ride the blue highway. The way you handle this sweet little boat is making my heart pitter-patter.”

Nash flashes a grin. Prosper’s skillful flattery would be enough to start anyone’s motor.

“I would love to stretch my legs, and I’m sure Eva would appreciate a rest on solid ground,” I pipe up. “Why don’t you take Prosper for a jaunt?”

“Yes, please,” says Eva with a groan that does not sound put on. She unpins her unwieldy hat and leaves it on the seat.

“Well then, it’s settled.” Prosper beams up at Nash, leaning against the piling.

Before he can express an opinion, I step out of the boat and pull Eva after me.

Nash glances around at the deserted beach and the kiln, its square edges looking out of place in the natural setting, like something that got plunked down from space and left a blast radius.

“We will be fine,” I assure him.

He taps his head. “Remember the Poggie motto.”

It’s just a fish. Don’t take unnecessary risks.

Prosper claps her hands. “You have a secret code—how spy-like. Uncle Gotty and Papaw have a secret word too, and whenever one says it, the other has to meet with him right away. It can be a little annoying, though. The last time was on my birthday—that’s August first, in case you care to remember”—she pokes a finger at Nash—“and Papaw walked out just as they brought my cake.”

Goose bumps break out over my arms. August 1 was the day of the Salmon Smokeout, the same day the first seal head was discovered. There is no reason to think their secret meeting had anything to do with Nowhere.

Yet.

Eva seems to be holding her breath, the ties of her hair bow blowing in the breeze.

Nash, watching me with a curious expression, asks Prosper, “So what is the secret word?”

Prosper gives a cavalier shrug and affects Nash’s mocking tone. “I can’t tell all my secrets.”

“Touché.” A smile feathers his face, a face that is up for a challenge. He jumps back into the boat. “Ladies, I shall see you in an hour.”

Eva takes my arm, shaky on her pins. The pier is scuffed, with raised nails and splintering, something Doc would never tolerate. But why fix something that is no longer needed?

“Mr. Tavernish is hiding something,” I murmur to her. Why else would he lie about the site being a “dangerous” working kiln? “Do you think Mr. Sanders was in on Mr. Tavernish and Mr. Götze’s secret word?”

“He was not friends with either of them, so I doubt it.”

Making our way to the rocky shore, I’m glad for Eva’s warmth to counteract my sudden clamminess. My father’s remains were found here, before the kiln was built. So what had he been doing in Mr. Tavernish’s cove? Before the trees lost their tops and the hill was carved out, the cove would’ve been a picturesque hideaway.

The water grows shallow, full of eelgrass. As the grass wriggles, a bright red blob comes into view. I shriek, the noise loud enough to ricochet off the kiln walls. A seal head?

Eva screams too, jerking me so hard we nearly fall into the water. Slowly, we peer into the eelgrass together.

“It is just an ochre sea star,” I gasp. The thick-armed starfish was on my list of illustrations still to be done.

“Oh!” Eva exclaims, and then we are both giggling in relief. The seals grunt protests, then shuffle off.

When we step off the dock, sand and rocks squelch under our boots. “I am thankful for your company, but why did you come?” I ask.

“I’ve seen you do plenty of things you’re afraid of. Like speaking through that trumpet. Standing up to Sveyn and Boots. I figured I would try it.” I squeeze her arm, and she squeezes back, adding, “Plus, I’m not sure I trust Nash.”

“Why? Because he is a scoundrel?”

“No, because he is the would-be heir, and you displaced him. Why is he so free with his favors for you?” Eva continues. “Is he just in love with you?”

“I—I don’t know,” I stammer, feeling a surge of heat. I’d rather not think about Nash right now. “I’ve never seen a kiln up close.”

“Me neither.”

A road of packed gravel leads to the stone structure, its backside pressed against the hill. It is a man-sized oven fed from the top.

Eva points to a pair of scorched openings cut into the side of the kiln. “That must be where the wood goes.”

I work my way up the incline and peer into the blackened throat where quarried stone would be loaded. Shriveled leaves and debris have collected at the bottom of the pit. I shiver, thinking how easily someone could be trapped in here. How easily a body could be incinerated without a trace. But according to Mr. Tavernish, the kiln wasn’t built until after my father’s murder. Or was that another lie?

Eva grabs my hands as I try to lean in for a better look. “Don’t touch anything. Residue.”

“Right. Of course.” I rub my hands against my skirt in case any of the corrosive and flammable lime powder remains.

I glance farther up the hill, where a rough path must lead to a main road.

“Look.” Something has caught Eva’s eye in the opposite direction. “There’s a house there.” She points to a spot in the shady forest on the cove’s northern end.

We descend from the kiln and cross the rough sand beach to a grove of firs and cedars. Towering vines of old-man’s beard have engulfed many of the trees, their growth so heavy, they will eventually pull even the giant firs down. We carefully pick our way over withered leaves, as if each crackling step could trigger a booby trap.

Camouflaged amid the growth lies a deserted cabin with no door and punched-out windows. The gabled roof sags, owing to a large tree branch that has fallen on top of it. From the doorway it looks sparsely furnished, with a simple table and two chairs on the right side of the room, a single wood-frame bed on the left side, and a potbellied stove at the back. The floor is full of litter and dirt.

The sound of rustling lifts my head. “Did that come from under the bed?”

Eva clutches her skirts, face furrowed in disgust. “I think it’s a rat. If you don’t mind, I’ll just take a look around outside.”

“That’s a good idea,” I tell her. Eva is not a kitchen girl like me, who has seen and killed her share of vermin. “I want to check the inside.”

She hastily carries herself away.

I slowly walk the perimeter, leaves crunching underfoot. Rotting wood and the sweet fruiting scent of ripening mold make me sneeze. Despite the disrepair, the home has good bones: a post-and-beam construction that required more labor than a simple log cabin. Perhaps it was once someone’s seaside cottage—a fisherman’s. Or a rest house for the kiln workers, who had to keep the fires going all night.

A thick blanket of dust covers the table. I almost don’t notice the two thin sticks, the size of two new pencils, lying parallel atop it. Picking them up, I blow away the dust, and a memory stirs. The men at the Chinese camp were using sticks to eat their food.

Did a Chinese person live here? My father? I set the sticks down, my fingers beginning to tremble. But why would he live in such an out-of-the-way place, on land owned by Mr. Tavernish?

A breeze makes a whoo through the broken windows. Is it the sound of a hungry ghost?

The squeaking of creatures that must indeed be rats makes the leaves move at the far corner, behind the potbellied stove. I shudder, imagining a nest under there.

Avoiding the stove, I cross to the bed, which is bare of a mattress. Next to it lies an empty woodbin. Yellow sunburst lichen has begun to grow on a rotting corner of the bin. I lower myself, studying the container. The wood feels cool and slightly damp under my touch, and when I press it, the bin rocks.

It is a cradle.
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The floor seems to rush at me. I catch myself on the rough beams, breathing hard.

A baby was here.

A baby lived here, in the same cove where my father died.

On the bottom corner of the cradle, tiny letters have been painted in black:


Truth-fully, I will give you the sea. —Harry, 1900



My breath comes hard, and my neck has begun to tingle. A ringing sets up in my ears. Lots of men are named Harry, and lots of babies were born in the year 1900. But how many babies born in the San Juan Islands in 1900 had fathers named Harry?

I’m philosophically opposed to coincidence because it feels a little lazy, Nash whispers in my head.

The Harry who made this cradle had to be my father. He made it for us, even though I’d barely had time to use it. Tears spring to my eyes, then spill down my cheeks, hot as embers. Piece by piece, a picture of my father has been emerging. But this glimpse is most meaningful of all: this tiny wooden ship made just for me, to see me through my first storms. He knew about me before he died.

What would he think of me if he saw me now? I scrub my grubby face with the sleeve of my crumpled shirt. I am not exactly the picture of demure girlishness that would make most fathers proud.

Truth-fully, I will give you the sea.

So who was my mother, the woman with whom my father had been “besotted,” a face now even more opaque than his? Were they living here together when he was murdered? I doubt it. As his best friend, Mr. Sanders would’ve known where my father lived. Which means this was my mother’s house.

My father must have spent time here, taken his meals. I imagine the two of them sitting on the chairs, sharing their dreams. That would explain why he was here the day he was killed—to visit her. She’d have been pregnant. I was born a month after my father died, maybe right here in this hidden house big enough for a tiny family.

Something squeals. This time it doesn’t come from behind the stove, but from the entrance. That is definitely not a rat. I scramble to my feet, heart at full throttle.

A beast with bristly dark hair and wicked-looking tusks fills the door frame. The wild boar screams, and all the fibers in my body seize. The rats start squealing again. Only they’re not rats; they are the boar’s litter. And I am the trespasser. She paws at the ground, dust rising in choking clouds.

“Go away!” I scream, recalling the boar on Jawbone Beach. My hand dives into my false pocket, finding the cold grip of the Double Dee. If she charges, I will die here—die in the very place I was born.

Even without consuming China blue, wild boars are dangerous. If I were a Rifle, I would’ve shot already. It is kill or be killed. But as I stand in this broken house, watching the light throw gold highlights in the boar’s bristles, all I can think about is that if I shoot, I will kill a mother. Unlike the erratic creatures on Mount Consternation and Jawbone Beach, this one has a focused energy about her. A ferocity common to all mothers.

My fingers shake as I pull back the hammer. “Please, stay back,” I beg. A sea wolf might understand, but how about a boar? For a moment I am struck by the perfect triangles of her ears, twitching slightly.

She charges.

I fire purposely wide. The boom rattles the broken walls, and the piglets squeal louder. But she doesn’t falter. The pistol slicks in my grip, sweat turning the iron to soap. Before I can cock again, she slams into me, teeth biting deep into my hand. Pain explodes and I scream.

Or maybe that’s Eva, who has run in after the boar, holding a branch.

Somehow I discharge the second bullet, and this one hits. The sow convulses, her weight jerking free of me, crimson blooming in her side. The piglets scatter.

I crawl back, clutching my ruined hand. Dropping her branch, Eva catches me, holding me fast. People think her cold and aloof, but right now she is crying along with me.

“She has babies,” I sob.

The boar writhes, blood darkening the floorboards. I wasted the first shot trying to scare her, when I should’ve just hit her and saved the second shot to end it.

“You didn’t have a choice. Please, let’s go.”

Somehow, holding each other, we make it back to the still-empty dock. Fog has moved in, and the water, once blue, has gone the gray of dishwater. The dock sways.

Nothing ever stays still long enough for us to make sense of it. Violence always waits beneath the surface, and either we are the victims or we are the victors. I take a huge gulp of air, knowing I am neither. Only some miserable gray in-between.

We sit on the dock, and Eva lifts my injured right hand. The boar left several bloody puncture wounds. My skin swells around them.

She tugs the end of her hair bow, and the silk comes untied. She stretches it taut, pressing out the wrinkles with her fingers.

I gape at her hair as it spills loose about her shoulders like a glossy cape. It’s straighter than mine and so black, it is almost blue. Eva notices my interest in her hair and smiles. “Were you expecting a snake to fall out?”

“It’s a bit of a letdown,” I say through my gritted teeth. “So why do you always wear the bow?”

She begins wrapping my hand with the silk. “We got our mouths scrubbed with soap every time we spoke our language at the Stark Indian Boarding School,” she says calmly, though there’s pain behind her luminous brown eyes.

I am not surprised to learn that, like Cookie, she’d attended one of those boarding schools set up by the government for “civilizing” the Native populations. Cookie told me the truth of them. That they stole children from their parents. That they broke apart families, ruined entire cultures. It seemed savage, not civil.

“We weren’t allowed to laugh or cry, either,” she says, tucking the end of the ribbon snugly and securing it with the pin from her pocket watch. “One of the older girls saw my misery and took me under her wing. She showed me how to take notes, to use the typewriter, to sort the magazines and books. Putting matters in order helped me. When she moved away, she gave me this ribbon to remind me we would always be connected.”

Watching her, I can’t help thinking of the yew tree. It is one of the smaller conifers, but its roots run deepest, something you could never judge by height alone. The knowledge that Eva has felt the pain of losing family too makes me feel a kinship with her.

“Where are your parents now?”

“They have journeyed to the next life. I never saw them again.”

“It is hard not to feel robbed,” I say, now thinking about my own parents.

Her lips offer a fraction of a smile. “I have spent too much time feeling robbed. Now that I am rich, I will buy the Stark School and shut it down.”

I don’t know how one shuts down a school set up by the government, but I have no doubt Eva can get it done.

She inspects my throbbing hand. Red speckles have begun to show through the temporary bandage of her white bow.

“You should leave the bloodstains,” I say. “Imagine how the stories will grow.”

Our laughter dulls some of my pain. I have never had a girlfriend before, but somehow having one makes the world less gray.

The hum of a motor makes itself known. The Lady Vee approaches, but without Prosper. Nash brings the speedboat right up to us, surprise giving way to horror at the blood down my front. He ties up quickly, then grabs me by the shoulders. “What happened?”

“Where’s Prosper?” I ask him.

“I dropped her back in Eastsound. Now out with it—what the devil happened? You’re shaking.” He helps me into the boat.

“We found a cabin with a baby’s cradle signed by my father.” My breath begins to feel tight in my chest. “And then I shot a boar, but… she’s not dead.” My eyes begin to leak, and he offers me a handkerchief—Prosper’s. “I didn’t have another bullet for her, or her litter.”

“Where?” His mouth becomes a grim line.

“The cabin behind those trees,” I tell him.

He removes a box from the boat cabinet, takes out a pistol and cartridges, and steps back onto the dock. “Be right back.”

Watching him jog away, I try not to think about the violence he will inflict. Instead I climb onto the back bench and lie down, letting the boat rock me.

Not long after, several shots rip through the air, and I close my eyes. I don’t open them until I feel Nash boarding the Lady Vee again. Eva is holding her stomach and looks green around the gills.

“Trade places with me and close your eyes,” I tell her. “It will help with the seasickness.”

We switch, and soon ocean spray is misting my face as Nash bears us home. Eva pillows her head with the blanket and curls up on her side, hat over her face. Trying to ignore the fire in my hand, I focus on the trees streaking by in green-and-brown jags. There are no birds in sight. If I could fly, I’d rise above those ominous clouds too.

My thoughts return to my parents. Did my father live in the log cabin with my mother? If they couldn’t officially marry, perhaps they were “living in sin,” as the priest calls it. He says that cohabiting without marrying shows moral depravity and dishonors the woman. But I doubt any man who would inscribe such hopeful words could dishonor the mother of his child. How can you know yourself without knowing the parts that made you? Roots hidden underground still feed what grows above, but I can’t see where mine begin.

Nash glances at me, slumped in my seat. “I got the code word out of Prosper. It is ‘sakura.’ She doesn’t know what it means.”

“ ‘Sakura’ means ‘cherry blossom.’ ” Mr. Kagaoka’s favorite tree, with its dark trunk and elegant branches full of green leaves, plants itself in my vision. What’s the significance of the tree to the bosses? It is not a native species.

“Maybe it is just a word,” he says.

“Did she have any idea why they met on August first?”

“No. Mr. Tavernish just took off in his wagon, even though it was already evening, and didn’t come back until the next day.”

The island bosses certainly hoarded secrets. Mr. Tavernish had to know who’d been living in the cabin on his property. As for Mr. Götze, surely there was more to discover about his fear of sea wolves, especially whether or not it had driven him to unspeakable acts against his interpreter. A plan begins to form in my head. As a showing of goodwill between our companies, we’d like you to reinstate the fishing derby, Mr. Götze said.

“So what did this information cost you?”

Nash floats a smirk to me, then catches sight of my blood-soaked bandage. “I had to tell Prosper about the picture I was drawing. Before that rabid watchdog snatched it from me.”

“How many more years must I wait to find out?”

He shows me a lopsided smile. “A little mermaid looking out to a sea.”

“I hardly see how that would incite Koa to violence.”

“Maybe it was the birthmark I drew on her neck.” He settles back, slouched at an angle. “I mean, it wasn’t a great picture, but I liked it.”

I stare straight ahead, my neck warming, and wonder if it is the sea wolves or just my own embarrassment causing the sensation. Maybe both. Was I simply a curiosity for him growing up, or had there been true sentiment behind that drawing? He kept the tennis ball…

I shake my head as if to dislodge the thoughts that shouldn’t take priority and focus on the things that matter. Murderers on the loose. Demons and sea wolves.

The big house on the fishhook-shaped curve comes into view. Masses of bull kelp stretch out on either side of us. Rounding the curve, I am surprised to see three Rifles assembled on the spine of the marina: Koa, Red, and the new recruit, Horlick, with his horn-shaped hair tufts.

All three are watching Doc guide the Hure into a slip, steered by Jeddah in the enclosed cabin. Gilly doesn’t usually go out on Sunday, but maybe he felt compelled to after last night’s outburst. The Hure is in need of a good overhaul, with numerous scratches and barnacles along the side. The fisherman stands at the back railing, rolling his net around the drum.

Koa glances at me, and my heart pinches. I hide my bandaged hand, but his face turns grim as he takes in the situation—the dark stains on my front, my hair askew—and Eva crushing her straw hat. Nash cuts the engine and lets the current drift us closer.

Doc chucks away his cigarette and cups his hands around his mouth. “Mind the kelp, Lady Vee.” He’ll have to catch us by rope and tug us into the slip.

A surge in the ocean turns us, facing us broadside to the top of the comb-shaped marina. As we swing about, my attention is caught by a sudden spray of water about two hundred feet away, followed by a gasping stream of vapor. My entire neck has gone hot.

“Sea wolf!” someone yells. “She’ll crash the dock!”

Water sloshes off the creature’s back as she rises. Is it Shadow? I can barely make out the gray saddle patch. Rising, I stand between the bucket seats, my legs as stubborn as buoys.

The water clears away, and I recognize the mark I spent hours drawing. It’s her. Scull must be close behind.

“Lucy.” Koa’s growl easily carries across the hundred feet between us. “Get down.”

Scull rolls up next to her mother, the spot behind her dorsal fin round as a pearl. “It’s Shadow and Scull,” I tell Eva, who has tied her limbs around herself. “Don’t be scared.”

My sea-wolf sense fills me with warmth and awareness. Shadow notices the noisy creatures around her but is more intrigued by her calf, who is joyfully nosing a log about.

Look at me, look what I found, Scull cries.

Careful of your eye, Shadow answers.

I marvel that where once my sea-wolf sense was a simple feeling, it has expanded in my consciousness like a complicated chord on the Aeolian organ. It is both hum and dimension, salt and warmth, falling and sailing and the hustle of a current. It is a memory of matriarchs. As Shadow’s emotions flow into me, I think she must feel mine, too. There is a pleasant sensation of acknowledgment. The squeeze of a hand.

Scull recognizes me too and emits a watery squeak, her log forgotten.

My eyes well with emotion. A divine species.

“Get. Down.” Koa’s voice booms, serious as a shark bite.

I glance back at him, startled to see all three Rifles lined up at the top of the comb, tracing waves with their firearms, marking shots. Your Rifles shoot pests like wild pigs. Götze’s sharp voice cuts through my head. Why should sea wolves be any different?

“What are you doing? Don’t shoot!”

Nash has gotten to his feet as well, and glares at the men now less than fifty feet away, one in particular. “Job getting to you?” he throws at Koa. “Maybe you should take up embroidery. Work on your softer side.”

“I’ll show you my softer side, you city rat.”

The nose of Koa’s rifle tips toward Nash. Koa cocks it. Nash’s eyes go wide, but he barks out a laugh.

My heart slams to a halt. “Stop it! Put those guns down!”

Nash pulls off his boater hat. And before I can grasp his intent, he pulls me into his embrace and kisses me. It is nothing like our kiss on the tennis court, only a humiliating mockery of it. I try to push him away, but he holds me firmly, bringing the boater hat up to eclipse Koa’s view.

With both hands, I shove his chest.

“Stop!” I cry, the word getting lost between our lips.

A wave hits the boat, and we both stumble. Nash lands on his seat, and I catch myself against the windshield.

Behind the Rifles, Gilly strains at the rails of the Hure, his grizzled hair flying around his head. “I told you the spirit wants revenge!” His voice carries across the water. “You should’ve kept out of the water, girl. It knows you’re like him. Fire, you fools. Fire!”

Horlick braces wide, rifle trembling. Suddenly his gun looks as if it is holding him and not the other way around.

“No! Don’t listen,” I snarl, refusing to sit and pushing away Nash, who tries to coax me down. Sure, Koa provoked him, but does Nash have to keep rising to the bait? “That’s an order!”

Koa shakes his head. The crowd has thickened on the marina, yelling or entranced, some covering their faces.

“Do it, boys! Kill that devil and her spawn!” Gilly howls like a prophet of doom. “It’ll come for all of us!”

A warning shot is fired, an explosion of sky whose echo burrows into my ear.

To Shadow it is an annoyance. She slaps her tail, rocking the Lady Vee so hard my feet fly out from under me—

—and then I’m gone.

The water makes a strange gulping sound when I plunge into its bone-chilling depths, flooding my mouth, eyes, and ears. My arms feel as immobile as feathers in mud. Where is up? Where is down? My mind spins, a compass trying to find north. Something slimy engulfs my face—kelp, eels? Moonies? My lungs begin to squeeze in panic, and I thrash against whatever has caught me. But the ocean squats on top of me like a thousand-pound giant. Living and dead things whirl around, a universe over which I have lost control.

I did not think I would die today.

But no matter how I push, pull, and fight, I cannot outwit the sea.

Something warm and solid nudges against my belly. I am lifted; sweet air fills my lungs and hot tears roll down my cheeks. And then I am hugging a five-hundred-pound quivering torpedo of jubilation. Her warm, sensitive hide is so new, it shines like spilled ink.

“God almighty.” Gilly’s voice has gone hoarse. “The beast is eating her. Fire! Fire!”

Eyes stinging, I make out Koa’s horrified expression and shake my head. Don’t.

Scull’s breath against my cheek smells of milk and fish.

With a grimace heavy enough to buckle the dock, Koa lowers his rifle and whistles sharply for the others to do the same.

Then—

The boom of a rifle shatters my heart.

Shadow slips beneath the surface.

Scull breaks from my arms, her tail smacking me as she bolts away.

Mother and calf vanish into the depths.

And do not rise again.
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I am hauled onto the dock, dripping wet and barefoot, all pain forgotten save the one in my heart.

Horlick, disarmed of his rifle, rubs at his ruddy face, staring stupidly at the water.

“You! Why did you do that?” I ask hoarsely, feeling that root sin, anger, boiling out of control. “They weren’t hurting anyone.” Powered by anger, I shove the novice, gratified when he loses his balance. He falls backward into the water. Splash!

Doc, who is pulling the Lady Vee back toward the marina, glances uneasily at me. I must look a sight, dripping wet and hopping mad. Someone has tried to place a blanket on me, but it has dropped away. Nash is crouched in the Lady Vee, drenched and wiping water out of his eyes. He can’t have accidentally fallen into the ocean, as he’d landed on his seat when we stumbled. He must have dived in after me. A very queasy-looking Eva is leaning over the railing of the Lady Vee.

Horlick bobs to the surface, sputtering curses. Water drips off his shocked face. Red offers a hand and hauls him out.

“Lucy! Calm down.” Koa strong-arms me away toward land, hat hanging off his back.

“Me, calm down?” I elbow Koa away, feeling my head about to explode. “Isn’t that the crow calling the raven dark? You were going to shoot Nash. And then you were going to shoot the sea wolves.”

“Well, I didn’t, did I? What happened to your hand?” His eyes look spooked, and his hair falls in wet waves around his head.

“Boar bit me. I’m fine,” I say, even though the seawater has made my wounds sting more than ever. My feet slow as we pass the Hure. The old fisherman is now standing at the stern, glaring out to sea. “Gilly has gone stark raving mad, and your Rifle needs a reprimand,” I seethe.

From the side railing, Jeddah gapes at me, his arms threaded through buckets.

“Let’s talk about it in the infirmary,” Koa says in a low voice, glancing up at a horde of washerwomen in their white uniforms, including the Quebedeaux sisters, standing on the banks. As we pass, they shrink like blue-headed geese when a fox appears. I can smell the laundry growing ranker as their estimation of me begins to plummet once again.

Koa hustles me to a white stucco building just across from the marina. The nurse is absent, but a chalkboard on the desk reads: In neighborhood making rounds. Be back at 4:30. According to the wall clock, it is nearly 4:20.

Koa closes the door behind us, and his calm evaporates. “What the hell just happened? Those beasts could’ve killed you.” He marches me past the reception area to a larger room with an operating table, simple wood chairs, and a desk that extends from the wall.

“But they didn’t. You saw. Scull saved me from the bull kelp.”

“Saved you?” he says, face incredulous. “How’d it know you needed help?”

A large ceramic sink occupies one wall next to a stove and a pot of water. Using some of the water, Koa mixes in baking soda from a shelf of medical supplies. Still frowning, he rinses my right hand over the sink.

The pain of the boar bite flares. “You won’t believe it,” I say, gritting my teeth.

“You’re right, but tell me anyway.”

“They feel me, and I feel them.”

His face darkens. “What do you mean?”

I explain about my sea-wolf sense, including my brushes with Jupiter and Feather.

“Swear you’ll keep that secret to yourself,” he says once I am done.

I cough out a laugh, remembering the washerwomen’s stares. “People already think I’m cursed.”

He yanks a towel around my hand. “If people know you’re talking to sea wolves, they might get you confused with something else that talks to sea wolves.”

The room suddenly feels shaky around me, and I sink into a chair. With people already stirred up and Gilly raving like a madman, maybe some would believe I am the Orkus. If I can talk to the sea wolves, why couldn’t I also command them to kill?

I shiver, brushing off the horror of that possibility.

“So one of those four-legged devils tried to take your hand off,” he says, briskly cleaning up. “Knew it was just a matter of time.”

Acid washes my stomach. “This boar was just trying to protect her litter, and I shot her with the Double Dee.” My voice goes high. “I wasted a bullet, then shot her in the wrong place.”

“What was that lunkhead doing?”

Anger stirs at my insides, remembering how Koa aimed his rifle at Nash. “Nash helped end her suffering.” I wind up to throw in another word or two about Koa’s latest provocation, but he sits back, surprise loosening his anger.

“At least he did one thing right,” he concedes.

I eye him warily, but he seems sincere. “Those boars aren’t out to get us. They haven’t attacked anyone, except for the one today, and she had a good reason. Remember that one on Consternation with the strange plant in its mouth?”

“Yes.”

“It was a mushroom, and I think it gave the boars some funny dreams.” I share what the botanist told me of China blue. “Spores must have made their way from Parish Isle to Nowhere.”

He shakes his head. “Funny dreams or not, was that boar worth risking your life over?”

“Yes,” I say with defiance, then tell him about the cradle.

Koa blows out a low whistle. “So your mother lived in that log cabin until she gave you up. Strange place to live. Most of Tavernish’s workers live north of Eastsound, closer to his estate. Maybe he built it as a survey station before he mined out Rooster Cove.”

He takes the chair beside me and exhales, as if temporarily setting down a heavy burden. His musky, damp scent soothes me. I stop myself from planting my face in his solid shoulder.

“I’m sorry about being an ass last night,” he says. “I know I don’t deserve you, but do you think”—he studies his boots—“you can ever care for me the way I care for you?” He gives his attention fully to me, his gaze soft as moonlight.

A hot ball of emotions collects behind my eyes. “I already care for you,” I say, feeling something break inside. “But we cause each other too much grief. I’m not a filly that needs reining in.” And you are not a horse that can be tamed.

The front door opens, and the nurse’s humming fills the silence.

“I need to take care of some things,” he tells me, tying back his hair with brusque movements.

“What things?”

“Remember that glove I found by seal number four? The name Nacht was stitched to the inside. It belongs to Gilly.”



It feels like someone has stuffed my head full of cotton. My right hand throbs, and my damp bandage needs changing.

Flossie stands by the breakfast tray#8212;though it looks more like lunch, sandwiches and chowder—staring out the window and kneading her hands. Scarcely two days have elapsed since the Gatheround, but it feels like a distant memory.

“What time is it?” My heart quickens, each beat calling my worries back from the dark. Horlick’s shooting of Shadow. My cradle on Mr. Tavernish’s property in Rooster Cove. The pinochle triad. Gilly’s glove.

Gilly couldn’t have killed Mr. Sanders, as he was out on the Hure all day; not to mention he worshipped Mr. Sanders. But he could be the one killing seals.

“Almost noon.” Flossie hurries over and presses the wall button by the bed that connects to Eva’s office. Then she puts a glass of water to my lips. “How are you feeling?”

“Alive.” I sit up awkwardly using my left hand, noticing her blotchy cheeks. Miniature spikes of lupine blue underscore her swollen eyes. “You’re not crying over me, are you?”

She presses the back of her hand to her nose. “It is allergies.”

“Allergies? Perhaps the nurse has something for that. Just don’t take the giant gray pill, unless you prefer to be knocked out instead.”

She doesn’t smile or even meet my eyes. “Eva told me everything. Now… well, people are saying you summoned the sea wolves. That you’ve got powers over them.”

I hiss, knowing such talk will come back to haunt me.

Someone knocks. Outfitted in a shapeless dress, with her hair in a loose braid, Eva looks different, wilder, like something that could hide in a forest. She didn’t even bring her notepad but carries a newspaper wrapped in a dishcloth under her arm. While they pull chairs up to the bed, I tell them of my rescue in the water.

When I get to the bit about my sea-wolf sense, Flossie’s eyes go wide, and her freckles seem to jump in alarm. “You’re not a witch, are you?”

My face warms. “Of course not.” Perhaps I shouldn’t have told her; she was already distraught.

“Your sea-wolf sense isn’t something to fear,” says Eva. “It is a gift.” Her dark pupils twitch as if she is deep in thought, and the noon bell begins to chime. She shakes her head. “That said, the Quebedeaux sisters quit last night. They will be leaving on the afternoon ferry.”

I groan, not surprised but disappointed. The sisters have been part of Nowhere ever since I can remember. How many more departures will yesterday’s scene yield? I cannot blame them. I might have done the same in their shoes.

Eva opens the dish towel over her lap and unfolds the newspaper. “Nash asks to see you at your earliest convenience.” Her eyes slide to me squirming against my pillow. “I have assured him you are well and resting. Also, Nash may not be able to serve as our ‘president’ for much longer.”

Her dispassionate tone reminds me not to overreact. She shows me her newspaper. Beside today’s date, Monday, August 26, 1918, scrolls a headline: “Throngs Trample Kaiser’s Picture Underfoot in Berlin”; then a smaller headline to one side lands with even more impact:


Theodore Byre Indicted in Largest Betting Ring in State History



The paper crumples in my fingers. The article delves into the sordid details of Nash’s father’s illicit dealings. I catch only one mention of Nash—thank goodness for that. I fall back onto my pillow, body heating with guilt, barely noticing Flossie wiping my fingers of ink.

Is this why Nash has been selling his mother’s least favorite paintings? I have been thoughtless. I assumed he could take care of his father’s financial woes with a bank note. But clearly his wealth is not the “liquid” kind. Giving up something as personal as his mother’s work might mean he has no fortune at all.

Of course, Nash hasn’t made it easy between his sarcasm and his chest thumping with Koa, especially that last infuriating stunt with his boater hat. But I still feel like a buckethead. And apparently he tried to save me from drowning too, even though he is afraid of sea wolves.

Eva rewraps the newspaper. “Gilly denies killing the seals. Koa still recommends an immediate discharge. The Hure didn’t go out today.”

Remembering the fisherman’s unhinged behavior, I can feel my jaw beginning to clench. “Please tell Koa I would like to talk to Gilly myself.”

The fisherman said the spirit wanted revenge. It knows you’re like him. What exactly did Gilly mean? Sure, he was ranting and delusional. But before casting him off, I need one last conversation with him. I will bring Koa. Gilly and Jeddah both trust him more than they trust me.

“Is it possible to arrange a fishing derby and find a new fisherman by tomorrow?”

Eva doesn’t even raise an eyebrow. “I will get right on it.”

Despite her confident reply, I sag with the weight of all that needs doing. Even the bed cushions seem stacked against me, pushing at me from every side as if to trap me in place.

Eva gives one of the offending cushions a thwack. “There is good news. Mr. Cosmos is arriving today. We can finally give him your letter for safekeeping.”

That hardly seems to balance all the bad news, but at least Mr. Cosmos will be on hand to answer questions like Do they hang women accused of witchcraft in the state of Washington? “Flossie, please see to that. And scouting duds for me today. I want to be comfortable.”

“Yes, miss,” the maid says from the carpet, where she seems to have dropped my water glass.

Another knock, and Flossie hurries to open the door. “Yes, Buddy?”

“I am sorry to interrupt, but the sheriff is most insistent he talk to Miss Lucy right now,” says Buddy, his usually calm voice pinched in irritation. “In fact, he is standing right behind me.”

All my thoughts skid to a halt. Has he discovered the killer already? Is it Gilly?

“Buddy, please show the sheriff to my office.”
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Buddy is following the sheriff around the office when I enter. “Please, sir. That is private property,” he exclaims as the sheriff holds up a flat object.

I manage to restrain my surprise at the sight of Mr. Sanders’s guillotine cigar-cutter dangling from the sheriff’s fingers. So it’s back. Did Buddy or Yates replace it in a fit of guilt? Or did the sheriff’s return prompt a change in plan?

Noticing me, Buddy draws himself to his full height. “I’m sorry, miss; it seems we are being ransacked. Perhaps we should call law enforcement,” he says impassively, raising a thin eyebrow at the sheriff, who stands like a short, plain shadow beside him. “But wait—he is already here.”

“Are you looking for a smoke?” I ask the man.

The sheriff sets the cigar-cutter back on the desk. “No, thank you. I promised myself I wouldn’t smoke until I found the killer. Success will be all the sweeter. Now, if you don’t mind, this is a private conversation.” He draws his shapeless nose up to Buddy’s haughty expression.

“Thank you, Buddy. You may leave us,” I say.

Buddy nods at me and smoothly exits.

The sheriff settles into the couch. His manner is less amiable than when I first met him. With the murder still unsolved, perhaps he is shedding more of his agreeable traits. “Your butler is quite protective over you. Perhaps it’s understandable, you being so… new to the job. Seems you had an interesting scrape with the sea wolves yesterday. That how you come by your injury?” He glances at my wrapped hand.

“No. I was bitten by a wild boar.”

The tangled fibers of his eyebrows knit closer together. “What were you doing?”

“I was just exploring the island. A simple outing.”

“Which part of the island?”

I shift on my seat, making the damask cushions groan. I cannot lie to law officers. They have ways of finding things out. “Rooster Cove.”

“Tavernish’s property. Interesting.” His gaze grips mine. “I’ve heard the villagers’ rumors about the wild boars and the sea wolves. Their possession by a demon. I suppose living on an island breeds a certain… belief system.”

I stiffen, even though he is not wrong. It is easy to dismiss people’s fear of the Orkus as ignorance, but he hasn’t suffered the trauma of seal heads or tusked beasts appearing in his neighborhood, not to mention a murdered patriarch.

“Do you subscribe to these belief systems?”

“Of course not. But aren’t we here to talk about the murderer?”

“Yes, quite so. Help me remember again.” He folds his arms over his stomach. “You found Mr. Sanders’s remains on the beach around six o’clock on August fourteenth, almost two weeks ago.”

“Yes, sir. Why?”

“As Mr. Sanders’s research assistant, you had pretty free rein over your schedule, isn’t that right? I mean, no one was checking in on you. You were only responsible to Mr. Sanders.”

There is a strategy in his questions, like a man who casually fiddles with his chess pieces before putting them down.

“That’s right.” A cold sweat drenches my back. I escaped suspicion once but have somehow ended up in the same fish trap.

“After your conversation with Mr. Sanders, in which he discouraged you from attending the university, what time did you leave his office?”

“Close to one thirty, I believe.”

His head begins its rigorous nodding, setting his badge winking. “And then what did you do?”

“I spoke with Father Pinnyhorne, then dug a trench for the new rosebushes in the churchyard until six. He’ll tell you. He gave me the job for penance.” My words come too fast. Slow down, or he will sense desperation.

“I understand the priest went a-visiting his parishioners around two thirty. Can anyone verify your whereabouts after that?”

“Jeddah was painting the bell tower. B-but why would you need to verify my whereabouts? Am I a suspect?” My shoulders begin to twitch.

“There is some troubling circumstantial evidence,” the sheriff says, all trace of friendliness gone, his hard-to-read eyes suddenly cold. “You had blood on your clothes that day, even though you said you hadn’t touched the deceased’s head.”

My own blood leaves my limbs and rushes to my head. “That was raspberry juice—”

“I’m told you’re handy with a knife. Your cook rarely let anyone else prepare the fish.”

“She knew I respected her teachings—”

“Plus, you carry a concealed weapon. A Double Derringer, I believe?”

“But I didn’t start carrying that until after Mr. Sanders died. Ask Koa!”

“Koa is a biased party. His affection for you is well-known. I also know you’ve been stirring folks up with questions about the Can Man. Even went to Rooster Cove, as you just said. Some folks have called you violent. You pushed your own Rifle into the ocean.”

My jaw lowers. Horlick deserved that, but not everyone will see it that way. My bandage has acquired fresh bloodstains, and I hold my hand closer to my stomach. “But why would I kill Mr. Sanders?” I whisper. “He was my benefactor.”

The man lets out a cynical laugh, and I feel chastened. Of course, Mr. Sanders was everyone’s benefactor, but I am the one who benefited the most from his death. Ten million dollars. Greed is the oldest motive in the book, starting with Adam and Eve’s son Cain, who killed his brother Abel.

“Sheriff, I must show you a letter that I think will explain my behavior.” I can no longer afford to wait for a miracle to show up. He has to know about theory B.

I rise and cross the three paces to Eva’s door and knock. She answers immediately. Of course, she has been listening.

“The letter, please,” I tell her, though she already knows what I want. She hastens out her side door to find Flossie.

Back to snooping, the sheriff peers behind a curtain. “Who is this letter from?”

“Mr. Sanders. You see, his will said, ‘May the nest ever prosper under her watchful guard’—her meaning me. I suspected it was a secret message, and I was right. He had hidden a letter in the tree where I’d found the murrelet’s nest the year before.” I hurry on. “It was luck I found it—he had stuck the letter in a woodpecker hole—”

“Dakon climbed a fir tree?”

“There is a rope ladder… at any rate, the letter explains a lot about, well, me.”

The door opens, and Flossie timidly steps in with Eva behind her. My maid looks even worse than before, her eyes pinched nearly shut from crying. She is definitely suffering from more than allergies.

The sheriff stops inspecting and comes to attention. “Hello.”

I quickly cross to her. “Flossie—”

“It’s…” She gulps. “Gone.”

The word sinks like an anchor through air. The letter can’t be gone.

“How? When?”

Flossie milks at her braid. “It was there this morning, but when I stopped in my room before seeing to you, it was gone. I’ve been looking all over. I don’t know what happened to it, miss.” Her voice goes high.

“So it’s been… stolen?” My head reels, and it takes every ounce of control not to shriek.

“It appears so.” Flossie’s face tightens, freckles quivering. “Will you dismiss me, miss?”

“I would sooner let a boar bite my other hand. Do you think Dora stole the letter?”

“No, not her,” she says quickly, her face a tight mask. “Dora was in the kitchen making breakfast all morning. Someone else must have seen me. I’m sorry I mucked it up.”

I pat her with my good arm. “It’s not your fault. And maybe it will show up.” Or maybe it will all come falling down. “Continue your search. Eva, help Flossie.”

“Yes, miss.”

After the two leave, I face the sheriff. “I will need to get to the bottom of this,” I say, swaying a little. “But I can tell you what the letter said.” I stumble through the details as best as I can.

Doubt smudges the lawman’s features like soot ground into a chimney. I wouldn’t believe me either. “I hope you will find your letter before my noon departure tomorrow. In the meantime, please don’t leave the island.”
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Tomorrow. The word, once bright with promise, now slithers menacingly through my head. Twenty-four hours before judgment falls. One last rotation of the Earth that might find my life turned upside down once again.

The house holds its breath around me as I descend the stairs. Servants vanish into the walls and shadows. Do they know that I’m a suspect? Even the sight of my cheerful new color scheme weighs on me. All those dollars spent.

Before my trek to the neighborhood, where Gilly and Jeddah live, I detour to the kitchen, hoping Cookie is done being mad at me. I find her rinsing the stewpot, already scrubbed clean. The stewpot is never cleaned until week’s end, and certainly not by Cookie herself.

She lifts a thick eyebrow. “I hear you talk to sea wolves now. I hope they give you wisdom. Wisdom to leave well enough alone.”

I help her carry the pot back to the hearth. “Actually, I’ve decided to hold the fishing derby tomorrow.”

She coughs in exasperation. “But there are no salmon to fish.”

“Then everyone has an equal shot.”

I expect another protest. Instead her eyes comb my face and land at my feet. “Okay, boss.”

“I’m sorry, Cookie. I’m trying my best.”

“I know,” she says in a voice that doesn’t absolve me.

I move stiffly back to the reception room. My limbs ache from my skirmish with the boar. Knives jab at my neck each time I move the wrong way, probably from falling off the Lady Vee. All the hurts are amplified by Cookie’s annoyance with me.

Buddy sweeps the entry with vigor, though there is not a speck of dust anywhere. Spotting me, he sets the broom and dustpan to one side. “Miss Lucy. Would you like me to air out your office? Perhaps sanitize the couch cushions? Or anything else the sheriff touched?”

I stifle a smile. “That won’t be necessary.”

As he stands at attention in front of me, the air between us thickens. A memory of Mr. Sanders in his terry-cloth robe defending his decision to fire Shimmelfen saunters into my head. Leadership means listening to yourself, not sparing feelings. Did Mr. Sanders pull me into that conflict with the valet to prepare me to one day lead?

Buddy is an honorable man and not one to rat out a friend.

“Buddy, I am hoping for some advice on a delicate matter. You see, I saw Yates pocket Mr. Sanders’s cigar-cutter, and now it has mysteriously reappeared on the desk. Regardless, I cannot have the staff borrowing things whenever they want. What do you recommend?”

His shoulders droop and his skin pinkens. “I am afraid I am partly to blame for this. You see, I knew he had taken it and, well, a few other things. The first time I tried to return them, I didn’t expect you to be in the office so late at night.”

I remember the scare I had on the night I learned about China blue.

“I am sorry to have startled you. In Yates’s defense, Shimmelfen kept overbidding during our pinochle games and owed Yates quite a sum. After his brother died, Yates was desperate to be repaid. He hoped you wouldn’t miss the items he took.”

Yates’s nieces had been left fatherless. “So Shimmelfen stole from Mr. Sanders to repay Yates?”

He swallows, and his slender neck bunches. “Yes. Five hundred dollars.”

“How did Yates get his money?”

“Well, I gave it to him.”

“You.” Five hundred dollars is a kitchen maid’s annual salary. “You are a good friend.”

“I don’t have a family.”

“I’d disagree with that.”

He gives me a tight smile, then shakes his head, breaking his perfect white-blond coif. “I should’ve given him the money sooner. I didn’t think Shimmelfen would steal for it, or that Mr. Sanders would discharge him like that.” A pained expression falls over his face. Guilt is a fast-moving vine, whose tendrils find even the smallest handholds.

“You couldn’t have known. I regret many things as well.” My head bows under the memories. I was so angry at Mr. Sanders the last time I saw him, when all he’d done was try to protect me. “One last thing, Buddy. Mr. Tavernish mentioned you used to work for him as a… chopper.” I’ve never liked that term for a lumberjack, though it’s common enough.

He straightens. “Yes, that’s true.”

“It doesn’t seem like the kind of work you’d enjoy.”

“You’re right.” His forehead tightens as if his mind is filling with dark memories. “After the Can Man incident, Mr. Tavernish had a run of bad luck. He was desperate to hire anyone. I only lasted a few months.”

“What kind of bad luck?”

“His lead chop, Simon Says, was shot in the leg—an accident of some sort, but Mr. Tavernish had to let him go—and then his elder daughter died.”

I hardly have time to muse on the odd name of the lead chop when Buddy’s last words register. “His daughter died? When?”

“August of 1900. She was only twenty-two. Mr. Tavernish forbade us from speaking about her. He’d fly into a rage if anyone mentioned her name.”

“Which was?”

He leans in, as if still restrained by that prohibition. “Truth. Truth Tavernish.”

The wood ceiling suddenly seems too low, and the smell of new paint too sharp. The universe is speaking in words too loud for me to understand.

Truth-fully, I will give you the sea.

Did the words carved into my cradle hide a double meaning, a promise and a woman’s name at once?

If so, the Englishman Mr. Milton Tavernish, of Tavernish Lime, is my grandfather.

A ringing as loud as church bells starts up in my head. The floor tilts under me, and I sway as if the house itself has set adrift.

At last, I glimpse the ground that bore me—Tang and Tavernish, East and West, heathen and gentry. Roots twisting against each other, feeding what I have become. But what kind of crooked light grows from such tangled soil?

If Mr. Tavernish had found out that Harry Tang was his daughter’s lover, he certainly would’ve had a motive for killing my father. The islanders tolerate the heathens for the months they come to work. They certainly don’t marry them. If a pregnancy arose, such a family might hide a disgraced daughter away in a remote location, like Rooster Cove, to live out her secret shame until the child could be quietly disposed of.

“How did she die?” I manage to ask.

“It’s a mystery. They say she was sick, but her shoe washed up on the beach.” His face grows alarmed. “Miss Lucy, you don’t look well. May I fetch you some tonic?”

“No, thank you. Koa will be expecting me.”

I stumble out the door, unbalanced by these revelations. My poor mother. If she passed in August 1900, did she die in childbirth? If so, who put me in the boat only hours after I was born? And if not, had she truly been sick? Or did the tragedy of my father’s murder do her in? Perhaps she wasted away. Or, worse, ended things herself.

A pain clutches my chest. Could she have been murdered?

Bleak scenarios march through my mind. I rub my eyes, trying to scrub her ghost away. The best I can do for her is find my father’s killer, who set into motion one tragedy after another.

Weblike clouds spread over a late afternoon sky, and I realize the day has grown cold. I steady myself against one of the brass hitching posts, boots digging into the paving stones.

If Mr. Tavernish killed my father, perhaps Mr. Sanders had discovered proof and confronted him. But how would a man now so infirm have killed Mr. Sanders? Perhaps he hired one of his choppers to do it. The marina is always full of men loading and unloading supply ships. It would’ve been a simple matter for one of them to slip into the estate unnoticed.

The weeping cedars in the driveway, freshly trimmed for the party, are already beginning to crook and droop. How do you train a wild thing to follow the rules? You can try, but inside every civilized thing on which we impose our logic, there beats an unruly heart. It is the dark side of the mirror, the side always yearning to follow its own messy, complicated path. The side willing to kill when it perceives threats to its family.

Koa appears, looking crisp and controlled in his cavalry uniform, riding Goliath bareback. Without the jingling tack, I hardly noticed him riding up. If he is disappointed in my answer in the infirmary, it does not show. There’s also no sign of my piebald, which means we are riding double. I suppose I cannot drive Oh-Lolly without the use of my right hand.

Koa slides off Goliath, jacket pulling back to reveal a holster with his Colt pistol. “Swing up?” he asks.

I nod. He picks me up by the hips and swings me topside.

Grabbing Goliath’s mane, I collect my bearings. Goliath has a wider berth than Oh-Lolly, and it takes me a second to get my trousers comfortable using only my left hand.

Koa hikes himself up onto Goliath’s back behind me. It puts an ache in my belly to remember the easier times when we rode double as kids. When the distance between our bodies and the placement of every finger didn’t seem so measured.

“We didn’t find a single thing in those holes up on Mount Consternation,” he says, keeping his manner professional. “Also, I doubt you’ll get anything out of Gilly. Mr. Sanders would’ve tossed him out last night.”

I’m not so sure about that. The shipbuilder was a man who demanded answers. He wouldn’t have dismissed Gilly without understanding why he’d beheaded four seals.

With a click of Koa’s tongue, we head off toward the marina. The sound looks smooth, as if recently shaved by the razor-like clouds above it. There have been no reports today of Scull or Shadow, or any other sea wolf, though my mark feels warm, as it frequently does now. Did Horlick’s bullet hit its mark? And if so, was it enough to kill or only maim? My stomach burns to think about it.

Koa’s gloved hand pulling me securely, and I wiggle to find room. Perhaps this is how things will always lie between us. Koa reining me in, me trying to find space. It doesn’t seem an easy way to live.

Sitting tall, I share what I learned about Truth Tavernish. By the time I am done, I am hunched over Goliath’s neck.

Koa exhales, his voice low but steady. “That son of a bitch doesn’t define you. You do. Blood’s one thing, but it don’t make the person. You’ve proved that a hundred times over.” Something warm loosens inside me, hearing the voice of the friend I grew up with. “Tavernish will get what’s coming to him. Men like him always do. But you—don’t you dare carry his weight on your shoulders.”

“There’s more. I’ve been accused of being violent and reckless,” I say glumly, grateful he does not take the opportunity to gloat. I tell him of my conversation with the sheriff.

“They don’t have proof you actually did anything. Show the sheriff the letter. Should’ve told him about it earlier, like I said.”

“It’s gone. Someone stole it.”

Koa’s disbelieving breath makes a harsh sound by my ear, and his warm hand against my belly becomes a fist. “I thought you put it in a safe place.”

“It wasn’t so safe. Flossie doesn’t know how it happened.”

“Flossie. How much do you know about her?”

“She is honest and forthright.”

“The facts, not the opinions,” he says.

“She has eight brothers back in Ireland and a drunk of a father. One of her brothers has polio, I think. She was upset this morning. I’m guessing she already knew about the letter but didn’t tell me. But she wouldn’t rat me out. She loves her job.”

“Some things are more important than the job.” His tone is light, but the words are weighted. He never wanted me to take this job.

Beyond the marina, the road splits at the shipyard. The right continues along the shoreline, and the left ascends half a mile toward the neighborhood, a collection of cottages cut into a hillside thick with eastern red cedars. Goliath’s back bunches and extends, the gravel crunching as we climb. The path is empty of people—most still at their jobs, even if not much work is getting done.

“So who else knew?” Koa presses.

“Eva.” She can’t have taken the letter, not after everything we’ve been through. Even thinking it makes my heart wilt a little. What would be the gain? She would lose her bequest, which is conditioned upon working for me for a year. Or… could she have had something to do with Mr. Sanders’s death? A memory of her holding my bandaged hand springs forcefully to mind. Now that I am rich, I will buy the Stark School and shut it down.

Eva had a motive, assuming she knew about the bequest. And there seems to be little Eva didn’t know about Mr. Sanders’s affairs.

Better me the murderer than her.

Theory A: Mr. Sanders’s killer has nothing to do with your father. Her voice mocks me.

Sweat prickles my hairline. I wish I hadn’t been so quick to believe that a mushroom network could apply to people. Mushrooms don’t betray. Mushrooms don’t scheme. I trusted Flossie and Eva as if we were sisters almost from the start.

“I don’t have a read on Eva or why she’d want you gone. Did you tell anyone else about the letter?” Koa asks in a sharper tone.

“Who would I tell?”

“You tell me.” His annoyance heats the air behind me. The only one who back-combs his fur like that is… Nash.

An image of Nash peering at me from under the folds of his Poggie hat flashes through my mind. I told him about the letter after our trip to Far West Bay, even told him where I’d hidden it.

“Remind me, what does that slayer statute say again?” Koa’s voice leaks sarcasm, and I am glad I am facing away from him.

“Those who murder cannot inherit from those they murder.”

“And who would inherit the estate if you don’t?” he asks with exaggerated patience.

The blood in my veins slows. My posture crumples. The law would then follow the rules of intestate succession, starting with the closest blood relative, says Mr. Cosmos’s intelligent voice.

Nash.

His father gambled away the family fortune. Did he steal the letter as the start of an attempt to get what was rightfully his? Bribe someone to search for it?

Dora. A memory of Nash chatting up a blushing fair maiden in a dress of coral throws an axe into my heart.

“That sneaky-assed teat sucker.” Koa’s hot cursing puts a bloom on my cheek. “You don’t think Flossie and Eva are in league with him?”

“No! Eva said she had suspicions about him.”

“I can’t imagine why,” he growls.

I wind my fingers into Goliath’s soft mane, glad again that Koa can’t see the hurt on my face.

Koa told me not to trust Nash. Why didn’t I listen?
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Jeddah answers the door holding a knife.

I shrink back, only now noticing the apron Jeddah wears over his dark trousers and homespun shirt.

Koa jerks his chin at the knife. “What’s for dinner?” The knife doesn’t bother him. He could probably flick Jeddah away with his finger.

“Crab stew.” Jeddah appraises me, his hazel eyes weary. There’s something else. Fear? If he were my subject, I would sketch a face full of edges too deep for someone of his age.

“Your dad in?” asks Koa.

Jeddah lets us in without greeting me.

The home is typical of Nowhere cottages with their wood-frame construction and low-pitched roofs. A large room features a hearth and two chairs on one end and a square table on the other. Gilly sits before one of two place settings with bowl and silverware, his face set in a cardboard expression. Thick rugs cover wood floors. A pine cone spruces up the window, and the scent of browned onions hangs in the air. Some would call it homey, but remembering what I’ve seen of Gilly in recent days, I can hardly relax.

Jeddah returns to the kitchen, and I hear the sound of a lid being lifted. I never pegged Jeddah as having skill with a skillet, but I suppose someone has had to do the cooking all these years.

“Gilly,” Koa says sternly. “Miss Lucy has some questions for you.”

Gilly rouses from whatever spell he’s under and gestures to the empty chairs.

I take the seat opposite him, facing the kitchen, but Koa remains standing next to me wearing his guard face, a calm exterior belying a hyperfocused interior. Scorch marks halo the swept brick fireplace. Might there have been seal bones in there?

“I didn’t do it,” Gilly says roughly.

“A glove with your surname stitched on the inside was found on Chin Chin Beach, right next to the seal head, covered with blood,” I say.

“Can’t explain that. You dismissing me?”

“I haven’t decided.”

Returning from the kitchen, Jeddah folds his lanky form into a chair. He picks at a hangnail, staring at a vase of fawn lilies in the center of the table. The creamy scented petals of the humble flower are always reaching for the sky despite its bowed head. There is a meticulousness in this house that I doubt is the work of Gilly, who can’t even bother to shave. Maybe Jeddah has been trying to tame the wilderness as well.

“Yesterday at the marina you said, ‘It knows you’re like him,’ ” I say. “What did you mean?”

Gilly begins to twitch, like a fish you think is dead but flops when you poke at it. “You can speak to sea wolves, just like the Can Man. I seen you. You’re both touched by the devil. Somehow that devil’s learned about you.” Gilly’s eyes dig at my neck. “Killed Mr. Sanders for hiding you.”

I’d only begun to come into my sea-wolf sense the day I sketched Shadow and Scull. The day Mr. Sanders was killed. My throat seems to close, as if a crab has pinched my neck in its claw.

“And maybe you’re next,” Gilly pronounces, jabbing a thick finger at my nose.

“Watch yourself.” Koa pulls his jacket back, giving Gilly a peek at his iron.

The room seems to suck in its breath.

Gilly presses himself against the chair slats.

“The seals were beheaded with a knife, not by sea wolves,” I say, steadying my voice. “I don’t believe that there’s any demon. But there is a killer among us. Someone who is trying to make it seem that Mr. Sanders’s death was caused by unnatural forces. Such that behead seals. And your glove was found on Chin Chin Beach.”

“You’re accusing me of killing Mr. Sanders?”

“I think you’re hiding something, and if you don’t start talking soon, Koa will be escorting you to the ferry.”

Gilly clams up, his expression turning to cardboard once again. Koa curtly motions Gilly out of his seat.

Jeddah scoots his chair back with a loud scraping sound. “He didn’t do it, okay?” he spits, lips white with anger. He gets up from his chair so violently, the bowls jump. Then he turns his back on us and stares out the window.

“Best explain, Jeddah,” Koa growls, probably knowing Jeddah won’t listen to me.

The fisherman’s son claws at the stubble of his hair. His elbows are scaly, and paint still specks his arms. “I did it. I killed the seals.”

“You’re lying,” gasps Gilly.

“I’m not. They’re easy to shoot. Then I just used my fishing knife.”

“What? But why, son? Why?” The words fall hoarsely from his father’s mouth.

Jeddah whips around, eyes bulging. “They’re laughing at you. We feed them, and they still treat us like dirt.”

Who exactly is “they”? A memory swoops in—bricklayers jeering at Jeddah during the Gatheround.

His face twists. “I remember how it was,” he snarls, the three slashes of his scar standing out bright against his flushed cheeks. “When Mama left us, it got so bad. Well, damn them all to hell. Let ’em be scared. Let ’em think a monster’s coming for them.”

Gilly shakes his head, slumping as heavily as if under a mountain of rope netting. “Why do you listen to them? Haven’t I taught you how to weather a storm?”

“I don’t want to weather any more storms.” Jeddah swipes tears from his eyes. “But I didn’t kill Mr. Sanders. Father Pinnyhorne can vouch for me. I was painting that goddamned bell tower. Takes a whole afternoon to do that.”

I nod; I had seen him there myself. Jeddah slumps over the table, shoulders rounded, face trying to hold back tears. For a long moment he just sits like that, trembling. Then a strangled cry tears out of him. He shoves his chair back from the table and storms out the door.

Koa tips his head after Jeddah, meaning, Time to go.

While he heads off, I linger at the doorway, moved by the sight of the fisherman clinging to the table like a shipwrecked sailor clinging to a raft. Will he change his position on the sea wolves? Or has the belief become too entrenched? Like the woody old-man’s beard vines that engulf the trees, perhaps it is too hard to uproot one’s thinking without damaging what remains of the tree in the process.

Gilly groans, the sound of an animal with too many wounds to nurse. “I wish I’d never seen that woman throw herself from that canoe. Her grief-stricken face still haunts me all these years. I’m just a simple man trying to raise my son best I know how…”

I hardly hear the rest. Few people give credence to Gilly’s claim that he once saw a woman turn into a sea wolf.

They say she was sick, but her shoe washed up on the beach, Buddy said when I asked how my mother died.

“What color was the canoe?” I ask, feeling the question stick in my throat.

“The color of misery. Green.”
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Goliath tosses his head, throwing off the flies. As we ride back to the big house, I wish it were so easy to toss off my buzzing thoughts. Was I aboard that fated green vessel of misery when my mother jumped? Perhaps she’d planned to deliver me to Nowhere herself, but the lure of the water had proved too much.

But turning into a sea wolf? Even with all I have seen of the sea wolves, it seems a stretch.

“I tried talking to him, but he just needs space,” Koa is saying, meaning Jeddah. “He runs off sometimes. Anyway, he’s your alibi. You’re going to have to let the seals go. Jeddah’s not a bad person. He just hates fishing. A man needs something he can take pride in.”

Jeddah told me he wanted to attend the university. What would you study? I asked.

I haven’t decided. Not fishing.

I sag in my seat, suddenly glad for Koa’s muscular chest behind me. The derby is tomorrow, I’m being investigated for Mr. Sanders’s death, and with my only real proof that I didn’t do it—the letter—missing, I must depend on Jeddah, a person who despises me, to save me. “Why do you have such a soft spot for him?”

“Soft spot ain’t for him.”

A little mist clouds my vision, knowing that Koa chose to stay here looking after me, when he could’ve been flying airplanes. He didn’t want me to look for my father’s killer. He only went along with it out of a sense of duty to me. My mark feels hot, and I squeeze a cold hand to it. Koa has been the best of friends and, if I could let myself imagine a life with him, would probably be the best of lovers. But I cannot imagine a life with him, not only because I might be locked away soon. I will always be climbing trees, and he will always be pulling me off them. Neither of us can help our nature.

My mark continues to heat. It is not a painful searing as with an actual burn, but a hot tingling that focuses my attention. The tree cover ends, opening onto a scene of watery turmoil that’s hard to make sense of. A thousand feet from the marina, the incoming ferry has come to a stop. Around it, sea wolves are carving up the water, easily twice the number Nash and I encountered.

Dropping a curse, Koa urges Goliath faster.

Sea wolves leap, some in full breach, belly flopping onto the water with the sound of planets colliding. Tails whack. Violent gusts bellow from blowholes. The sea looks like hot spitting oil in which the ferry is boiling.

Mr. Cosmos is on that ferry.

A crowd lines the banks, not just those waiting for the transport, but shipbuilders with their dark caps and ground workers along the sea path, still holding their trimmers. At the mouth of the marina, the Quebedeaux sisters have dropped their suitcases and are clutching each other.

Koa slides off Goliath, then yanks me down. “I hope you have a plan here, ’cause you’re not going to like mine.” He seizes a man by the sleeve. “Go fetch whoever’s in the Rifle House and tell them to bring all the irons.”

I barely hear the last part, as I am already running down the planked walkway.

I hone in on the sea wolves, and one by one the other sounds peel away—the chatter from the sea path above, the clatter of boats knocked against their slips. These are not Feather’s jubilant, curious crowd, and Shadow and Scull are nowhere among them.

Rifles clamor past me toward the Endeavor, boots rattling the dock, but I push on to the end of the marina where the water runs deepest. The sea wolves’ clicks and cries pull me forward, tugging harder than Doc’s distant bark to clear the gangway. His voice is only a buzz in my ear. Long-held memories wash over me, making my atoms sit up and vibrate. Lifetimes logjam into a single moment.

An inner ear attuned to spinning. Soft golden sand slipping away. Digits finding water and finning. The smell of salt. The lash of spray. Legs retreating and tails emerging. Oceans churning and pitching and surging. Passing ice. Finding space. Moving along currents. Seeking grace.

Am I witnessing their history? Their implausible but breathtaking progression?

Memories turn darker, like the ocean when a cloud passes over the sun.

The scent of bullets. Slippery lime. Diesel engines that rankle the spine. Familiar corridors filling with poison. Growing twisted, a fury of noise.

A heaviness sets into my bones, knowing that what I see is not progression—it is collapse.

An extinction.

The ocean calms. Then, quick as shooting stars, the sea wolves drop from the surface and are gone.

I stagger, nearly pitching into the water. But someone catches me in a blur of red-and-black tattoos. “Easy there, Miss Lucy,” Doc says, addressing me for the first time, weathered face beaded with sweat. “I’d say you got them to heed.”

Held up by his rangy arms, I relax, letting the growl of the Endeavor motoring away return me to the present. “Well, heck to breakfast,” I tell him weakly.

His lips blow a sharp exhale, and a smile digs into his sharp cheeks. “Heck to breakfast.” He sets me back on my feet.

Face wet, limbs trembling, I slog back down the walkway, slowed by the weight of what I have heard and seen, unsure of what to do with it. Words drift down to me.

“I scarcely believe me eyes.”

“That was a spell she cast, mark my words. She was giving them orders.”

“Only demons have such powers.”

“Orkus.”

The word slithers to my ear. The sea path has become a gallery of accusing faces, some open and staring, others twisted in horror. They think I’m the Orkus, just like Koa predicted.

They’re afraid of me.

The crowd swells at the end of the marina as if to cut off my path.

“You think she did in our Mr. Sanders?”

“Look at that crazed look in her eye.”

“Look at that birthmark, an evil tumor spreading its cancer.”

Their voices rise in judgment, their fear tipping into fury. My lungs lock up, and I brace myself for the moment the crowd rushes me.

But then a figure quietly breaks through the onlookers. I nearly weep at the sight of Mr. Kagaoka approaching, his steady, dark eyes open wide enough for me to see green streaks on his brown irises. A thumb-sized dahlia marks a bright spot on his lapel. He offers me his arm, and under his protective influence the chatter stops. He is a bringer of peace and order, like the garden he so carefully cultivates.

“I have seen many things, but not that,” he says kindly. “What made those sea wolves leave?”

“I’m not sure.” My words shake loose as I watch the crowd fall back as we pass by. “But I didn’t cast a spell. Sea wolves are complicated. They come and go as they please.”

Mr. Kagaoka doesn’t press me, and neither does anyone else. A ladybug slides out of his flower, drunk with pollen. Removing the bloom, he spins it before my face. “Here is a little universe of complications.”

Tubes of dark pink petals gradually unroll as they move away from the center, the pink bleeding into gold.

“But look.” He pulls the bloom farther away. “Not so complicated, right?”

“Right.” The sea wolves let me into their inner thoughts for a reason. Perhaps, to these predators whose memories pour like poetry, I am a compass rose of sorts. Someone who can chart a new direction for them.

We continue toward Nowhere Road, leaving the astounded crowd behind us. I suddenly remember something about cherry blossoms. “Mr. Kagaoka, does the word ‘sakura’ mean anything besides ‘cherry blossom’?”

“The sakura represents the ephemeral nature of life. Blooms only last a few weeks and must be enjoyed before they are gone.”

Somehow I doubt the island bosses care much about that. “Is the word ever used a different way?”

He frowns. “I don’t know what you mean.”

Now is not the time to tiptoe around for answers, when my own time here is looking pretty ephemeral. “Might the word mean anything special to Mr. Tavernish or Mr. Götze?”

“I doubt they have cherry blossoms. They require too much care to prosper here.”

We reach the zigzag path, and my eye travels up Chapel Hill to the church. It is the highest building on the estate, and the closest to God. The only one who can see everyone’s complications is Father Pinnyhorne. I am just a simple priest, not one for riddles, he said, but I think he is wrong about that. He listens to the penitent unpack their riddles every single day.

Has he kept my secret? And how many others is he keeping? Mr. Tavernish spoke to him for thirty minutes. Did the lime man unburden himself to the priest? He certainly has many burdens to unload, and though he isn’t Catholic, the priest’s door is open to anyone.

“Yes. Thank you anyway.” I begin to make my way up the zigzag path.

“Unless…” Mr. Kagaoka continues, scratching his smooth face. “I am told there was a company named Sakura Salmon that tried to start a cannery in West Sound.”

“What happened to them?”

“The owner pulled out after seal heads were found on the property. That was all before I came here, over a dozen years ago, but I remember because Japanese keep track of each other.”

The whistling of the breeze between the trees is as loud as birdsong. Jeddah couldn’t have left those seal heads, as he’d have been a child. So who had? A hammering starts up in my heart. I am closing in on some gruesome truth, but who is standing in the middle of it?

Mr. Kagaoka heads back to the garden, and I slog up Chapel Hill, trying not to look at the creamy death camas that pop from the slope like ghosts from a graveyard.

A voice warms my ears. “Lucy.”

Narrow-fitting trousers have been tucked into Nash’s shiny boots, and a light sweater coat drapes his loose-fitting shirt. His Poggie fishing hat brings up a strange mix of joy and fury, as does the darkening bruise near his left eye. I continue stamping up the hill, angry at him for playing me for a fool. Butterflies part in front of me, but I don’t even stop to identify them. When we were younger, I was nothing to him, the girl whose presence during tutoring meant he and Daniel had to behave like gentlemen. Now that I am someone of importance, someone useful, I’m suddenly interesting. A hundred no-thank-yous to that.

“I was going up to the house to see you,” he says. “How are you?”

“As you can see, I am well. Are you going fishing?”

“If that’s what it takes to catch you.” He holds out an arm. “May I escort you?”

“I can hardly stop you. How is your father?”

“Awaiting trial. I will have to return soon.”

“That must be difficult. How may I help you?”

“You’ve already helped me. When my uncle died, I just wanted to get out and never come back again. Strange as it is, Nowhere has been a bit of a refuge for me. Course, I could go without the scrapping.” He rubs his chin, annoyance crossing his face.

“Do you need money?” I ask.

His eyes become sharp. “If I did, it would not be from you. Woe is the man who needs money from the girl he loves.”

I wheel on him, my boots spinning the gravel. “Love? Is love what happens when the girl you’ve scorned all your life comes into a fortune that should go to you?”

His gaze switches directions, searching for answers that are not readily at hand. “What are you on about?”

“I know I was a servant, but Daniel always spoke kindly to me. He wouldn’t ever have stolen things that didn’t belong to him.” I continue marching up the hill, getting more steamed by the second.

He rushes to catch up. “Are you talking about the kiss I stole? Er, kisses? I’m happy to return them.”

A furious flush works up my neck. “Your wit will not work on me. I’m talking about my letter from your uncle. The one that proves I didn’t kill him.”

“Kill him. What?”

“The sheriff suspects me.”

His expression sobers. “I recall that letter. But I didn’t take it. How would I?”

“I told you my maid was keeping it in her floorboard, and you unleashed that charm of yours to fetch it.”

“Unleashed my what?” A disbelieving laugh blows out of him.

“Dora.” I jab my bandaged hand at him. Flossie seemed sure that Dora was in the kitchen making breakfast all morning, but Dora could’ve slipped away. “Try to deny it.”

“I deny it.”

With its glossy white paint, the church gleams like a star. Did Jeddah confess about the seal heads? If so, Father Pinnyhorne has known who was killing the seals this whole time. A crime like that would certainly merit the painting of an entire church. But only two seals had been killed when he started the work. Why did he continue killing seals after confessing?

I cross the fountain courtyard, not seeing any sign of the priest. The church doors stand open, so I slip inside, hoping not to disturb any parishioners. But the pews are empty. The smell of candles and lemon furniture oil fills my nose. I dip my fingers into the font of holy water and cross myself. Father Pinnyhorne must either be in the talk box or his small office in the back.

Nash enters behind me, his footsteps echoing off the walls. He crosses to a pew and reaches for a Bible. “I will swear it.”

“Shh,” I hiss, lifting off my hat and angrily fanning myself.

After removing his Poggie #1 hat, he holds up the book. His hair sticks up in dark blond waves. “I solemnly swear I did not steal your letter or cause anyone to do so.”

“I’m hardly convinced. You’re not even religious.”

Shuffling noises emanate from the confession box, and then Father Pinnyhorne emerges from his side. It is proper to avert one’s eyes when the confessor leaves the box. But I cannot help staring when a figure in a calico dress emerges from the other side, a straw hat covering her hair where a mobcap usually sits.

What is Cookie doing here? She never leaves the kitchen with dinner just an hour away. Of course, sinning doesn’t stick to a schedule.

Spotting us, Cookie nods once, then disappears out the side door without a word.
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Father Pinnyhorne stretches out his back and crosses over to Nash and me. “Why, hello.”

The sight of Cookie has so flustered me, I lose my tongue for a second. Nash watches me struggle, but I angle myself away from him. “Father, I hoped to speak with you a moment. Is this a good time?”

“There is never a bad time to enter God’s house.” The father glances from me to Nash, still clutching the Bible.

“Ah, I guess I’ll just go read this.” Nash waves the Bible, then makes his way out.

The priest glances at the confession box. “Are you in need of the sacrament?”

“No. May we?” I file into the closest pew, and he joins me.

We sit side by side, my head reaching just above the height of his shoulder. How heavy is the yoke he pulls? And what toll has being the storehouse for the island’s problems taken on him?

He folds his hands, staring peacefully at the mahogany cross that hangs behind the pulpit. I try to summon some peace as well, but I feel as unsettled as the sea at high wind.

“I know the sheriff spoke to you… about me. Did you vouch for me?”

The priest glances down at me, mustachio swooped low. “I told him the truth. That I gave you your penance and then went a-visiting. I am sorry, but Jeddah should be able to provide an alibi. I know he hasn’t always been kind to you, but I’ll encourage him to do the right thing. He listens to me. And I made sure the sheriff knew that it is my belief you are honest and good, and that you could never have killed Mr. Sanders.”

A lump rises in my throat. “Thank you.”

“Do not worry. God watches his flock.”

“Did Mr. Sanders ever tell you about his friend Harry Tang?”

His lips purse and his eyes tighten. A thousand questions fill the brief moments that follow. Of course he wouldn’t have known my father, but did Mr. Sanders confide in him during his last confession? Perhaps shared his worries with the priest?

“Not in a secular context,” he says at last, “and anything else I cannot reveal. I am sorry.”

“Right.” I take comfort in the fact that at least he will not tell the sheriff about my urge to do violence. “If someone confesses to killing one of God’s creatures, like a seal, then receives a penance, but continues killing seals, can he continually be absolved?”

Father Pinnyhorne blows out a breath. “If he is genuinely remorseful, with a sincere desire not to commit the sin again, there is always room for forgiveness. One must look at what will awaken the consciousness of the individual, and what will serve the greater good.”

“Like the painting of a church?”

“Perhaps.” He buttons his lips, well versed in the art of keeping secrets.



My dining room has been lifted from a crowded chamber of masculine achievement to a thing of elegance, the pastel walls appointed with a selection of Viridian Sanders-Byre’s artwork. Luxurious bouquets of dahlias spill over the mahogany credenzas. Cream curtains frame a startling pink-blue sky.

But beneath the window-boat lamp, a symbol of a dream never fulfilled, I find no comfort.

This might be my last supper at Nowhere. And there may be a Judas among us.

Eva perches on my left, then Nash, his body contoured against the corner of his chair, then Mr. Cosmos, his shock of white hair a little beacon at the end of the table. On my right sits Sveyn, then Boots. Thanks to Flossie, I am dressed in a gown of blackberry silk, the flying spindle hairstyle pulling tightly at my scalp.

Who has been sharpening their knives? And who stole that letter? I avoid looking at Eva, not wanting her to see my doubt, and focus on Cookie’s perfectly cooked game hen, drizzled with bloodred currant jelly.

If the others suspect I am a murderer, no one lets on. People seem more keen to talk about the sea-wolf “attack,” which Mr. Cosmos describes as “exciting.”

My mind wanders to Koa. Will he, or the priest, be able to get Jeddah to do the right thing? At least then the loss of the letter will not mean the loss of my head.

“After that disaster of a party, and now a sea-wolf attack, it’s safe to say orders will not be pouring in,” says Sveyn in his too-loud voice. If the Brain Trust is planning to dethrone me, now would be the time.

“Please, let us not call it an attack,” I say weakly. “A congregation, perhaps.”

Sveyn’s utensils stab and saw his plate, hurting my ears. “Nevertheless, Boots and I would like to propose a new venture.”

“Tourism.” Boots presents the word as if opening a new box of cigars.

So this is what they’ve been whispering about. “Tourism?” I repeat, the word tasting funny in my mouth.

“Mount Consternation is just sitting there, providing fodder for overactive imaginations,” Sveyn rolls on.

I suddenly remember the holes dug atop Mount Consternation. Had the digger suffered from an overactive imagination?

Sveyn’s good eye challenges me. “With all the rumors about evil spirits, people are curious about Nowhere. Let’s embrace the scare. You’re already a curiosity yourself, a maid receiving a windfall, and now, with people thinking you have some magic influence over the sea wolves”—he flutters his fingers in the air—“people will be falling over themselves to visit.”

“Or falling over themselves to avoid us.” My toes grip the soles of my shoes. “Mr. Sanders wanted to understand the sea wolves, not antagonize them. And he certainly wouldn’t want people tearing up his island for tourism.” Not to mention capitalizing on the luridness of his own death.

“Actually, I think this tourism idea has potential,” says Eva in a voice more animated than usual. I turn an astonished gaze to my secretary, who until now has never contradicted me publicly. Dressed in slate velvet, with her hair swept into a knot, Eva is as elegant as a peregrine falcon perched on a high cliff. “At the least, it would boost the visibility of our business,” she adds.

Any other day I might take pleasure in her evolving confidence. Tonight it only fills me with dread. “But Mr. Sanders called his estate Nowhere because he liked his privacy.”

“That was only to boost the allure,” says Sveyn. “We all know how much he loved his parties.”

Mr. Cosmos gives me a sympathetic smile. “It’s your estate now. You could rename it Somewhere if you please.”

A round of chuckles sweeps across the table.

Nash, whose gaze I’ve been avoiding, raises his hand to the boat chandelier. “Perhaps it is time for us to build the window-boats. My uncle did always want to understand the sea wolves better.”

Sveyn and Boots noisily voice their interest, though my ears burn at Nash’s use of “us” when his role in our enterprise is over. Of course, I am the one who invited him in. He is already set up to take his place as heir, no thanks to me, and with the Brain Trust’s faith in me eroding, maybe even gone completely, Nash will have Sveyn and Boots eating out of his hand soon.

I should’ve kept my secrets to myself, tucked high up in the tree where no one could find them.

At some point a plate of peaches is placed before me, drizzled with a good amount of honey, thanks to Dora…

Cookie assigned Dora honey duty on Monday mornings. She’d have had ample opportunity to go where she wanted. She could’ve slipped back up to the servants’ quarters, stolen into Flossie’s room, and retrieved my missing letter for Nash.

But why was Flossie so quick to absolve Dora of blame? She claimed Dora was in the kitchen making breakfast. Did Flossie misspeak, or was she… covering for Dora? But why?

Conversation slithers around me, none of the words going in. My body buzzes as if a hive has grown inside my stomach and all the bees want out.

I rise, chair screeching. Buddy rushes to help me, but I shake him off. “Please excuse me,” I say, fleeing the room.

The tinny scratching of pots being scoured greets me as I duck into my former workspace, thick with dinner smells. Cookie is absent, and the rest of the staff are in their pots and don’t notice me.

Where is Dora?

The storeroom, most likely. My stomach clenches. She always goes there when shirking her work. Continuing through the kitchen, I open the door to an enclosed room, ten paces long, where rows of floor-to-ceiling shelves hold all manner of jars, cans, sacks, and barrels. In the last row, Dora sits at the inventory desk. The surface is bare, save for a half-written letter—not Mr. Sanders’s—and a mostly drunk glass of wine.

Drinking on the job? I resist the urge to slap the glass off the table. “You. You stole my letter. Give it back and I may go easy on you. Refuse, and you will be sent home on the first boat out of here tomorrow.”

“I didn’t take your letter. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t play with me. You took it from Flossie’s hiding place this morning during your honey duty.” I can’t stand the way her curls spring out of her cap.

“Her loose floorboard, you mean? That used to be my secret hiding spot,” she snaps. “I was just looking for a pin I lost. What did I find? Emerald earbobs. Pretty fine treasures for a lady’s maid.”

My limbs grow heavy. I lent Flossie the pair from Lydia’s jewelry box.

“How did you get into her room?”

“I’m the one who showed her how to pick a door lock.” She grins. “She was pinching your jewelry. And you trusted her so much. Maybe she’s the one you should be sending home.”

My cheeks burn, though I’m not sure what hurts the most: that Flossie stole, or that once again I was so deep in the folds of my own troubles, I gave no thought to her matters. “What did you do with them?”

“I showed Cookie her secret stash. She told me she’d take care of it.”

“And what of the letter?”

“I still don’t know what letter you’re talking about. Sure, she had some papers in there and her stupid diary, but I’m no snoop.”

“Where is Cookie?”

“She left on the afternoon ferry, assuming the sea wolves didn’t gobble it up. Oh, but we have the good Lucy Nowhere to save us, don’t we?”

I ignore that last part, the memory of Cookie leaving the confessional box stepping into my head. She was wearing her straw traveling hat.

“Who made dinner?”

“I did. Why do you think I’m drinking this wine?”

Suddenly feeling off-balance, I lock my knees. The sacks of grain on the lower shelf look like a row of heads with their uneven dimples, some sullen, some laughing, some pitying. Nothing makes sense. Why would Cookie up and leave without telling me? Why was she making a confession?

A sour taste coats my tongue. Dora watches me force breath into my lungs, a wry smile on her face. My gaze falls on her letter, addressed to Bert Wimby, and a memory stirs. He’s old and probably needs me to change his diapers, but maybe he’ll kick the bucket soon.

“You’re not accepting his proposal, are you?”

“Why not? Clearly I am not appreciated here.”

I shake my head. Just minutes ago I was on the verge of sending her away. How things change in a minute. “I wouldn’t send that letter just yet.”
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Cookie’s absence fills her room with a strange heaviness, and each step through it is an unbearable slog. Gone is her thick Lummi blanket with its red and white stripes, replaced by plain ticking. The brass hooks that used to hold her robe, her straw hat, and her mobcap stick out like winter twigs, robbed of their purpose. Even the plaited basket has been removed from the dresser, though the scent of fir still daubs the air.

What happens if that will gets overturned? Cookie asked me the night before the Gatheround. Who gets it?

Nash, though I get the feeling he doesn’t want it, I replied. But Mr. Sanders had a plan for making sure Nowhere succeeded if he died, and I can’t just walk away.

She’d never complained about sharing a room with a child she didn’t want. Didn’t expect looking after a newborn would be part of the job. How much had she resented being stuck with me all these years? Perhaps that was why she never bonded with me the way a mother might. She was a caretaker, and no more.

But to me she had been more.

Mr. Sanders once made Daniel, Nash, and me count the rings of the great sequoia table. The tree had been born in the time of Caesar; its rings marked the printing press, the founding of America. On each ring is written a tree’s history: its triumphs, its struggles, its riches, its storms, he said. Imagine—if we sawed you in half, what would your rings tell us?

I was disturbed at the time by the notion of being sawed in half, but the lesson stuck with me. Cookie hid her rings well. Or maybe I just never bothered to look deep enough.

The emptiness is suffocating, the ceiling lights too harsh on my vision. I need to be outside, among wild things whose only job is to thrive. I hurry out of the room and take the servants’ staircase. People pass, but I keep my gaze fixed ahead. Don’t think about Cookie’s betrayal or everyone will see, like an open wound on my heart.

Finally reaching the east door, I stumble outside. A cool evening greets me. It must be around nine o’clock, the time when night wrestles a dark blanket over the day’s stubborn and flushed face. The electric lights have begun to glow.

A Rifle—not Koa—ambles his horse along the sea path. I make my way to the alcove with the Marry Tree and the Peace Rock. The whoosh of the ocean is a mother’s lullaby, and a whir of flocking birds—maybe waxwings—sounds from high in the branches. Suede-smooth, the red wood of the madrone invites me to touch it. It warms my hand. This singular madrone, growing here when Mr. Sanders bought this land, carries the memory of me as a child. She sees me now—older, but still lost.

Dora had been too preoccupied by stolen jewelry to notice the letter, but Cookie must have seen it in Flossie’s hiding place. She knew the opportunity it presented. Out here, the picture grows clearer. Swore he’d never take more than he could use, she said of Mr. Sanders. A tree only needs so much rain, or its heartwood will start to rot.

She’d grown disheartened at Mr. Sanders’s continually expanding empire.

We’re supposed to take care of the land. Not own it.

Did she take the letter to sabotage what she saw as a decaying network? If the will is deemed invalid, Sveyn, Boots, Kagaoka, and Eva will no longer receive their share, and Mr. Sanders’s tightly constructed empire will crumble. She’ll have done what she thinks she must, even if it means throwing me to the wolves.

Tears wet my face, a bit of the ocean trickling out of me. Do sea wolves weep too? I lean heavily against the tree, feeling like all my bones have dissolved inside me, and it is only this stalwart trunk that is keeping me up.

The sound ripples in front of me, silvery flashes catching the dying light. But it is more than the water speaking. There is a music to the plunks and plops, and the joy of something returned.

“Salmon,” says an awestruck voice, and Nash’s warmth fills the space behind me.

A giddy feeling runs through my belly, like fingers through delicate blooms of sea blush. “Yes, salmon.”

He comes up beside me, and we marvel at the moving scene before us. Have the sea wolves somehow brought them back? Or at least given them the room to return? Perhaps there is no connection between today’s congregation and the fish’s reappearance in the East Sound. But if there is, have I had some hand in causing the island’s lifeblood to flow again?

Nash’s courtly brow furrows at the sight of my tear-streaked face. “Tell me what’s wrong and who I must make pay.”

“I believe Cookie stole the letter, and I almost understand why. She hated what your uncle built. I think she hated me.”

His eyes, warm like tobacco, drift from mine, working out the how, what, and when of things. He shakes his head. “I don’t think she hated you. She might have felt despair. Don’t worry about the letter. Just because you don’t have it doesn’t mean you killed my uncle. That’s a syllogistic fallacy.”

“Philosophy won’t help me now.”

Nash’s gaze becomes steely. “No, but your money will. Put all your resources into hiring the best defense lawyer money can buy. The money is still yours until they can prove beyond a reasonable doubt you did it.”

Could I really use what’s left of the fortune, when I know it may bring the great nest of Nowhere crashing down? Did Mr. Sanders, in all his wisdom, envision an outcome in which nothing remains?

“We’ll hire private investigators to keep digging. I’d say Tavernish is our strongest suspect.”

I nod. The lime man is a habitual liar and had a strong motive to want my father dead. Plus, not only had that first crime occurred on his property, but Tavernish had had ample resources—choppers and money—to get both jobs done. Feeling dizzy, I reach for the reassuring bark of the tree. My eyes catch on the name “Mary” carved into the wood, then drift to the more hidden spot where Daniel carved my name. “Sure am glad Daniel will never know what happened to his father,” I breathe.

Nash’s head droops. “Yes, me too.” He watches my fingers pass over LUCY. “Danny saw me kiss you on the tennis court. Thrashed me a good one.”

I hide my astonishment. I didn’t see either Nash or Daniel until the next day, looking scratched and bruised, like they’d fallen out of a tree.

“He loved you. Said he’d marry you one day.”

I make a choking sound, remembering Daniel’s sweet mouth and the unexpectedly funny words that dropped from it, often at the wrong time. “I’m sure he wouldn’t have, even if he wrote this. We were just kids. He’d barely seen the world yet, all those stars. He’d say something like, ‘They’re not the best stars I’ve ever seen—’ ”

“ ‘But they’re up there,’ ” Nash continues in Daniel’s jokey voice, and I laugh despite my tears.

He takes a step closer, his nearness making me tremble. “The thing is, he didn’t carve your name there.” He glances at the inscription. “I did.”

My heart fumbles. A little bit of happiness spins inside me, stopping all thought. I breathe in the honey notes of madrone and taste salt on my lips. The drum of my heartbeat pounds in my ear.

Nash brushes my tears away with his thumbs. “I promised to leave you alone forever, and when he died, I didn’t feel it was right to break that promise.”

Is that why I became invisible to him after that kiss?

“How do you feel now?”

“I looked for Daniel’s Poggie Number Two hat when he died, but it was missing from the Lady Vee.” His lashes move in the direction of the marina. “I figured it had gotten lost. But when you came aboard, suddenly it showed up there again. I took it as a sign he’d given us his blessing. I think he’d want me to take care of you.”

Something warm flickers to life inside me, a votive of remembrance for the boy we both loved.

His hand slips around my waist, and his face moves closer, now only inches from mine. “And once this is all over and your good name is cleared, maybe you’ll go to the moon with me.”

A memory of him grinning over a glass of amber liquid wells up in my head.

“I like Earth.” I can’t stop looking at his mouth, and suddenly I am brushing my lips against his. And then he is kissing me back, a kiss strong enough to call a tide on a night filled with silver.

A determined courting murrelet will chase his chosen through the air, even flying through water and back out again to show his resolve. And once she says yes, they will swim side by side with their beaks tipped to the sky. Why does she choose him? Maybe it is the way being held by him touches a place in her heart that is more than physical. It is a resonance, the way certain pipes of the Aeolian organ cause a chest to vibrate, the way the drum of thunder makes the surface water jump.

Our kiss deepens, and I feel alive and out of control, and the ocean is a roar in my ear.

But suddenly his grip on me loosens. Though he doesn’t let go, there is a warning in his face. As I come down from the moon, I am vaguely aware of the jingle of reins passing behind me.

A different kind of sick fills my stomach.

Koa doesn’t even bother looking at me as Goliath ferries him by, so straight and perfect in the saddle he could get the waves to stand at attention just by looking at them.

“Koa,” I call out, hurrying after him, thankful that Nash doesn’t follow. Koa slows to a halt.

“I’m sorry,” I offer.

He holds up a hand. “Don’t.” Wincing, he glances away from me, toward the splashing, shushing black canvas. “Jeddah hasn’t come home yet. I’ll continue looking for him tomorrow morning. Best find Gilly another helper for your derby.” He stares up at a sky pinholed with stars, his profile outlined in moonlight.

“Thank you,” I say at last.

Koa clicks his tongue and Goliath starts off. The great black stallion’s tail flicks, a last farewell, and a hairline fracture travels its way up my heart and breaks it in two.
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Mrs. Bonefat is straightening the books in the reception room when I return. She doesn’t comment on my disheveled appearance, with my flying spindle hairdo likely looking more like tangled fishing line, or my nose swollen from sniffling. The pain of Koa’s disappointment floods me with sadness. Perhaps it was inevitable that things would change between us once we came into plumage, so to speak, but I’d hoped we’d always be friends. Perhaps that, in itself, was the problem.

With a nod toward the housekeeper, I climb the stairs. Buddy has already switched off the lights on the second floor, though the night sconces along the staircase and hallways are always lit.

I am surprised to find Mrs. Bonefat climbing the stairs behind me. “I have no idea what is going on outside the house.” She shudders. “Sea wolves, indeed.”

“I’m sorry—”

“Sh!” She slices up a hand. “But I do like to know what is going on inside my house. And something is troubling me.”

We reach the top of the staircase, and I give her my full attention. There is no one to hear us at this level, except for the books.

“I saw Cookie talking to that lawyer this afternoon. She asked him if women could be hanged.” Her bony chest heaves, from either exertion or disgust.

“What did he say?” I hold my breath, as if once again trapped in a tangle of bull kelp.

“He assured her that the State of Washington has never hanged a woman.”

“That is a comfort,” I gasp, relieved in more than one way. At least Cookie wouldn’t let me swing. “I’m afraid a rumor has started that I killed Mr. Sanders.”

She snorts loudly. “Well, I have an idea who started it. I overheard the priest talking to the sheriff about you.”

My body goes quiet except for the rapid thumping of my heart.

“He told the sheriff you confessed to wanting to”—she glances behind her at the library, which Buddy has already closed for the night, and her voice becomes a whisper—“do something violent.”

The words stab me through the heart. Father Pinnyhorne, in whose talk box I have found some refuge these past few years, threw me to the wolves. He told me not to worry, that God watches his flock. But perhaps there is no sanctity when it comes to murder. Especially the murder of Nowhere’s beloved patron.

At least now I don’t have to fear the priest’s betrayal any longer. Mrs. Bonefat watches me with her osprey-like intensity, the whites of her eyes glowing eerily.

“Do you think I killed Mr. Sanders?”

“Of course not! Why would I be telling you this?” she snaps, tugging sharply at the lapels of her black jacket. “Truth be told, I have overheard many of your conversations too. If you are a killer, it is a killer of peace and quiet. It is a wonder I have not gone mad with all the hustle and bustle.”

I am about to apologize but remember she won’t hear apologies from me. “With your extensive experience in, er, overhearing, who do you think could’ve done our Mr. Sanders harm?”

“Whoever they are, they do not live in this house.”



Flossie stands before me, shame licking her ears. The emerald earbobs twinkle from their spot on my dresser.

“Who put those there?” I ask.

“I thought you did.”

Did Cookie return them? A parting gift.

“Was the letter with them?”

“No.” She hangs her head. “I have packed my things, miss. I leave tomorrow morning.”

“Just tell me why you took the jewelry.”

She looks at her feet, shoulders caving. “I know I done wrong. But there’s a new crutch for me brother that can help him get round by himself. He’s cheeky as a baby’s bottom but clever, miss. With the crutch, he can earn his own way.”

My heart squeezes, and moisture fills my eyes. “He shall have his crutch. And if I get out of this, I promise we shall bring your brother here to work at Nowhere, maybe as a clerk. Does he like figures?”

“Oh yes, miss. He’s good with figures.” She bursts into tears. “I’m sorry, miss. If they take you away, it will be my fault.”

“Hush. There is something I need you to do for me. But first, call Eva.”

I lean against the window, letting the night soothe my vision. I can’t rely on Jeddah for an alibi. Sheriff Orr will be departing at noon tomorrow, and there’s a good chance I will be a guest on his boat. With the priest having revealed my confession, the lawman has more than enough circumstantial evidence to arrest me, probably more than he had with Shimmelfen. My only hope lies in revealing my father’s killer at the derby tomorrow. If I can find evidence that Mr. Tavernish, my grandfather, killed my father and then link him to Mr. Sanders, perhaps that will create enough doubt about me.

It is midnight when I finally crawl into bed. The vast island of my mattress has become a dark forest, a landscape with no answers.

Avenge him. Free this island. Save yourself.

Have I done any of the things Mr. Sanders asked of me? Certainly I have not avenged my father. The killer is still at large. Was it Tavernish, a blue blood who sends his daughters and granddaughter to finishing school, and for whom a daughter’s illicit affair would’ve been ruinous? Or Götze: an act of vengeance against a man he believed was in league with his hated sea wolves for nearly wiping out his business? Or someone else entirely—a lurker in shadows?

As for freeing the island, the killer of the seals has been discovered, but if I don’t reveal Jeddah, folks will continue to fear what hides behind fog.

And saving myself? That is for time to tell. Exactly twelve hours of it.



From the sea path Sveyn, Boots, and I watch Nash, Mr. Tavernish, and Mr. Götze on the dock, inspecting the chosen fishing vessels, including our own gray Hure. People have already situated themselves along the sea path for viewing the anglers. The sea wolves are absent today.

“Gilly looks in fine form,” says Sveyn from beside me, his navy coat gleaming with the gold SSI insignia. “How I’d love to see him take down that clothes hanger Götze.”

Gilly stands on the prow of his boat, arms braced on the rail and nose sniffing the wind. He is remarkably calm for the rough seas he has weathered, a man ready to do battle. Jeddah has not yet returned, and a young boatman fills his place.

A sun with too much glare and too little warmth draws everything with sharp edges, though there is no sign of the lanky fisherman’s son. Jeddah deserves the full force of my anger for disappearing with the key to my cell. But somehow I cannot muster the energy to hate him. He tried to reach out in friendship that day atop Chapel Hill, but I rebuffed him. If I hadn’t, maybe things would be different.

On the marina, Mr. Tavernish glances up at us from under his finely brushed bowler. His paisley vest bulges like a full net of pink shrimp. Would knowing our connection knock the smug look off his face? Even if he did not murder my father, I will never feel more than a low-grade loathing for the man. Blood may bind us, but does not make us kin.

Koa was right, I define me. And right now, I am held up by more than my own two feet. An entire network of land and sea depends on me to stand tall, even as the thought of iron bars tightens around my chest.

Boots gives Tavernish a genial wave, but mutters to us, “Well, it’s nice to be looking down at that cock-a-doodle for a change.”

For the first time I feel a strange kinship to the Brain Trust, especially in my own SSI uniform: a navy coat, a pleated skirt, and a sailor hat. We may disagree behind the scenes, but in public we are one. Their tourism idea still rubs me wrong, but they weren’t plotting to overthrow me.

I catch Eva’s eye from where she is standing near the mouth of the marina by a heavy bronze scale. She pulls out her pocket watch and holds up five fingers. Five more minutes.

I nod back. I’m relieved she is not the letter thief. I have temporarily lost the use of one right hand and cannot imagine the loss of another.

Even if my tenure here ends in three hours.

Nash, casually elegant in a loose coat and marigold tie, salutes me, then pronounces through the speaking trumpet, “May the best company win!”

As soon as the boats are launched, I hurry down Nowhere Road back to the house. Flossie will deliver the secret messages to the island bosses precisely thirty minutes from now.

The sight of Prosper and her mother ambling down the sea path, both eye-catching in georgette dresses with low-hanging sashes, slows my step. Despite my rush, something compels me toward the women. I meet them just past the yew tree that marks Jawbone Beach, ignoring the shiver that climbs over me. No wild boars have been found in Nowhere these past couple of days. Perhaps the crowds are keeping them away.

“Well, if it isn’t the heiress of Nowhere.” Prosper’s star of a beauty mark folds into a dimple.

Her mother’s smile looks more like a frown as she appraises my uniform. “You really should apply for finishing school. Fishing derbies are hardly women’s business.”

“Maybe I shall.” I gesture to a nearby bench, and we all settle in.

“Our president, Nash Sanders-Byre, recently discovered something among his mother’s belongings I think you would like.”

“Oh?” Temperance’s fan splays open, and she and Prosper both peer toward the marina, where Nash is still pressing palms. He breaks off from the crowd and casually makes his way down Nowhere Road toward the big house. Temperance’s lips twist into a smile. “Such a handsome, well-spoken young man.”

“So what did you find?” The dainty brim of Prosper’s straw hat does not provide much shade, even if it is the current fashion.

“A painting of your Aunt Truth. I’m sure Nash would love to show you at some point.”

Temperance sinks against the back of the bench. “Truth. How remarkable. Of course, his mother, Viridian, was an artist.”

“Yes. I was struck by the similarities between you and your sister.” Large dark eyes, eyebrows that slash toward a straight nose, a short chin, and a pouting mouth. Prosper has the same features. I wish I had time to get to know my cousin better. I wonder if she would like to know me.

Temperance clucks her tongue. “Truth was much more beautiful.”

“I wish I’d known her.” Prosper curls her gloved hand around her mother’s. “You never talk about Aunt Truth.”

Temperance shakes her head, sadness filling her face. “She died the year I went to finishing school. I never got to say goodbye.” Her chin lifts bravely toward the sea.

I grip the wood slats of my seat. “Do you know my butler briefly worked for your husband as a lumberjack around the time your sister passed?”

“Yes, I heard that, though I hardly remember him. After that Can Man murder, it was chaos.” Temperance’s dark eyes grow glassy. “Simon left, and then of course Truth died.”

All other noise falls away. The name plucks at a memory. “Who is Simon?”

Temperance tilts a smile away from me. “The lead chop. His real name was Simon Sayes, but everyone called him Simon Says, like the game, because you did what he asked. He was very charismatic.”

The memory returns to me. Buddy had said Mr. Tavernish had a run of bad luck after the Can Man incident. His lead chop, Simon Says, was shot in the leg—an accident of some sort, but Mr. Tavernish had to let him go.

“Mother, are you blushing?” Prosper teases.

Temperance’s fan flits like a caught bird. “He was quite handsome. I cried when I had to leave the island for school, even though it was Truth who he always brought roses for.”

Prosper whips her mother playfully with her sash tie. “If he was so beloved, why did Simon Says leave?”

Temperance’s perfect posture slouches. “I was at school, but I heard he got shot and couldn’t work.”

The women’s chatting sounds far away. Had Simon Says competed with my father for Truth’s affections? Jealousy would certainly be a motive for murder. A more sinister thought occurs to me. Did Tavernish ask his lead chop to kill my father, then silence him with a bullet?

The possibilities grow and tangle like vines of old-man’s beard. How will I ever untangle the truth before my own fate is locked up?
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Eva appears on the sea path, jolting me out of my thoughts. “Miss, you are needed back at the house.”

“Thank you, Eva. Ladies, please excuse me.”

While Eva covers for my abrupt departure, my kid-leather boots strike solid taps across the question-mark path toward Nowhere Road. I try not to remember my mad sprint along this same stretch just two weeks ago, or the horror that gutted me like a bowie knife across a boar’s belly. The dark tunnel of the Slide shortcut beckons to me. I could scurry into the brush. Hide away like some small rodent, forget about this gambit.

For a gambit it is. My last effort to uncover who killed my father is hastily planned, a jellyfish of an idea relying on a fickle current to push it in the right direction. Justice will not wait for a derby to finish.

In fact, is that justice marching down Nowhere Road toward me? My thoughts grind to a halt at the sight of two of the sheriff’s deputies, one bearded, the other clean-shaven with a rash of acne on his cheeks. They part enough to reveal the slope-shouldered figure of the sheriff trailing them.

The cigarette between his lips makes my heart seize. He has found his killer. If I hadn’t stopped to talk to Temperance and Prosper, I might have avoided this run-in.

Our paths meet in the driveway of the big house. The sheriff settles his government-issue brown hat more securely over his head, eyes rimmed with the red of late nights. “Miss Lucy. Your alibi, Jeddah Nacht, seems to have disappeared. I assume you have not found your letter?”

“No. But everything I told you was true,” I plead, hating the desperation in my voice. “If you could give me more time… I—I thought you were leaving at noon.”

“I’ve come to my decision, and now I must take you into custody.” He takes a long drag on the cigarette and blows the fumes to one side, avoiding my eyes as if I am no longer worthy of his interest.

“What will happen to me then?”

“You’ll be arraigned on San Juan Island, then held in a jail cell until your trial.”

I hardly know what “arraigned” means, but “jail” seems pretty clear. My knees tremble. How will I survive in a dank cell full of criminals? “But… I can’t go now.” Or ever. “Hundreds of people are here in Nowhere.” Everyone will see me being led away in chains. I will die of humiliation. “Could we wait until the fishing derby concludes and the marina clears out?”

“I’ll admit the timing is not ideal.” The sheriff looks at his deputies.

I glance toward the big house, where an evergreen wreath has been placed over the doors. “That will give me time to play the organ one last time. The music will comfort me. You may post a guard if you wish. I will not run.”

“I am not in the habit of taking requests.” The sheriff gazes up at a rather guileless sky, clear with a few clouds drifting low as if trying to eavesdrop. An irritated sigh seems to knock him backward. “Noon, then, but you’ll stay inside.”

“Thank you, Sheriff.” Wasting no time, I hurry to the front door and knock.

Buddy answers right away. “Good to see you, miss.”

“You too.”

I am relieved to see that the reception room is empty of people. The second floor is dark, with all curtains drawn and lighting extinguished.

Mrs. Bonefat hurries over from the servants’ entrance on the left. Her tight bun looks pulled at, the jag of lightning more like a loose silver feather. “The house is empty, as you asked.”

“Thank you. Now quickly—places, everyone. They will be here soon.” I hand her my hat and hurry to the curtained platform with the organ and mount the stairs. Dust kicks up as I duck behind the curtains, where Nash is fiddling with a pair of spotlights. On the organ bench sits Mr. Sanders’s oyster hat with its distinctive lopsided shape.

Nash takes one look at me heaving shuddering breaths and clawing away the loose hairs falling into my face. “Darling, there’s still time to go to Canada. Take your Oh-Lolly to the north end, and I will meet you there in the Lady Vee.”

“It is too late for that,” I whisper hoarsely, and quickly tell him of my house arrest.

His face grows grim, and he pulls me to him. “I told you a lie.”

I regard him warily, not sure I can handle any more disappointments.

But his eyes are bright and fill me with warmth. “The Poggie motto isn’t ‘It’s just a fish.’ That’s a terrible motto. I said that because I didn’t want you to take unnecessary risks. The actual motto is ‘Catch that bastard.’ That is what we will do, and we will see you free.”

The sound of the front door opening halts further conversation.

“Mr. Tavernish, how nice to see you,” says Buddy from a distance. “Please come in.”

“Mr. Götze has asked me to meet him here. Has he arrived?”

“No, but please make yourself comfortable. Would you like some of Mr. Sanders’s special rum? It’s sapphire blue, like the Caribbean Sea.”

“Yes, of course I would,” says the Englishman with irritation. “Why is there a deputy outside?”

“Keeping the peace, of course. One can never be too safe.” Shuffling sounds precede the groan of furniture—presumably Mr. Tavernish settling in. Glass clinks, and then something heavy is set down on a table.

I start worrying again about all the variables in this equation. Mr. Tavernish is a heavy man, a head shorter than Mr. Götze but probably the same weight. How long does it take for rum tincture of China blue to work its magic? I wish I’d had time to experiment.

I hope Mr. Götze arrives soon. Timing is everything. I imagine Flossie passing the message: Sakura. Reception. Whenever they hear the secret word, they must meet right away.

Nash puts his finger to his lips. Donning Mr. Sanders’s oyster hat, he seats himself on the organ bench. I shake off my paralysis and take a place beside the spotlights.

The front door opens again. “Milton, is that you there?” Mr. Götze’s sharp voice easily cuts the air even behind our double curtain. I imagine the cannery man’s flat, fishlike eyes sweeping the room.

“Yes,” says Tavernish. “Right here.”

Buddy settles Götze in, and more clinking sounds are heard.

“Exotic,” Mr. Götze says with a measure of scorn. “Dakon always hid the good stuff from us.”

Buddy makes polite conversation, delaying his exit as much as possible so the men have a chance to drink up before our charade begins.

“Oh! This rum’s tickling my head already. Top me off, then leave us,” Mr. Tavernish orders, once again acting like he is the proprietor here.

“Of course, sir.” Buddy’s shoes tap to the front door, where he will make sure no one enters.

The electric lights flicker, the signal that Mrs. Bonefat has sealed off the servants’ door—though I know she is listening through some secret vent, or however she does it.

“I mean, right here, right now?” hisses Mr. Götze. “Hmm, tasty.”

“Say, now, you are the one who called me here.” More clinking is heard as glasses are filled again.

“No. This is the message I got,” Mr. Götze insists, presumably pulling out Flossie’s note.

“That’s not my penmanship!”

“What’s going on here?”

A trickle of sweat runs down my back. I certainly hope the China blue will work its magic soon. I nod at Nash, who has poised his fingers above the keyboard. Like a pair of ambushing spiders, his hands drop, playing a dissonant chord.

“Ach!” cries a surprised Götze, and I imagine him spilling his drink on himself. “Who’s playing that?”

“How the dickens should I know?”

The electric lights suddenly switch off. I am ready with the spotlights. The first illuminates the back wall. Nash adds a second chord, the two sounds clashing like swords.

“Who’s there?” asks Mr. Tavernish.

“What’s there?”

Nash nods at me. I switch on the second light, which illuminates him from behind. Using the pull cords, I slowly open the velvet curtain, leaving the inner white curtain in place. When the spotlights are arranged this way, only a silhouette of the player can be seen from below. Nash bests his uncle by several inches, but height is hard to judge when one is sitting.

“I have called you here.” Nash takes on the animated, half-annoyed voice of his uncle, amplified through a mounted speaking trumpet. “Do you not recognize me, boys?”

“Is that… Dakon?” Götze’s voice has lost its edge.

“Looks just like him,” says Tavernish. “And the… voice.”

“Surprised to see me back from the dead already? I made a special trip to see you two, you goddamned donkey sacks.”

“The devil—” Götze begins to speak, but Nash strikes a new chord.

“Silence! I know about your secret word. ‘Sakura.’ What is the meaning of it? And don’t lie to me.”

“It is simply a ch-cherry blossom,” Götze gets out.

“A lie! You lie. Every time you prevaricate, I shall loose the demon to flood your minds with visions unspeakable—headless seals thrashing, their torn necks pumping gore in hideous jets, strings of flesh dangling like burst sausages left too long on the fire, rubbery hides sloughing off in gray, putrid sheets—so that you shall behold in their gruesomeness the unholy specter of your own withered souls.”

Despite the vehemence of Nash’s words, I feel a surge of affection. An urge to touch him. I squeeze myself closer to his bench, safely hidden behind the organ.

A tickle starts in my nose. I tighten my face, but the dust has already gotten in. Don’t think, don’t think…

Achoo!

With a grimace, Nash quickly switches chords.

“Did you hear that?” Götze exclaims. “What’s going on? Dakon never sneezed.”

“Of course Dakon sneezed!” Nash flips a switch, and the Aeolian organ swings into multilayered, rapid-fire action. Few people can play the Aeolian organ, and Mr. Sanders was widely known to be a master. Nash continues moving his arms as if he is pounding demons emerging from cracks in the earth.

“Good God!” cries Tavernish. “It is Dakon. Only he can torture that metal beast! Stop, I say, stop!”

Nash pauses the recording. “Now tell me again, what does ‘sakura’ mean?”

“Shh, don’t say,” says Götze in a near whisper. Is he buying the illusion?

“Tell me!” Nash demands.

“It’s the other cannery what wanted to move in.” Tavernish’s accent seems to have warped; he sounds more like a cornered alley cat. “Gotty said we should protect our own. We put a seal head on their beach and hoped it would scare them off. And it worked.”

“Have you miserable swine done others? Don’t lie!”

“Why, there was San Juan Lime, Pacific Lime…” Tavernish wails. “I think that’s it.”

“B-but only when n-necessary!” Götze stammers.

My breath peters out of me. All these years, have they waged a war of terror, using the fear of the Orkus for their own selfish reasons?

“Necessary,” Nash spits out the word. “Necessary for your bank accounts. Meanwhile you play God—”

“B-but you s-started it!” Götze wails, in the voice of a scolded child.

“What do you mean, I started it, you maggot?” Nash keeps up his act, teeth clenching, neck straining.

“Wh-when I saw you standing over Harry’s head on Rooster Cove. You didn’t do it, you said. Paid me for my silence. Where’d you get all that money, eh? But I kept my end. Haven’t told a single soul.”

The words bury into me like a thousand hatchets. Mr. Sanders killed my father? Greed is a root sin, one of the oldest. Götze said they’d been “swimming in cash.” Why split it when you could hoard it all? The Salmon Calamity nearly bankrupted Götze. Cookie’s voice replays in my head: Not sure how he stayed in business. Now I see—Mr. Sanders bankrolled him. Paid me for my silence, in Mr. Götze’s own words.

I cover my face with my hands, crumbling. Everything is too loud and suffocating. But why would Mr. Sanders ask me to find my father’s killer if he was the killer? Yes, he had a twisted sense of humor, hiding doors, moving the clocks ahead, faking his organ playing.

But as much as I want to blame Mr. Sanders, he wasn’t a spiteful man. He never wasted time, and I don’t think he would have wasted mine, especially when his beloved estate was at stake. Not to mention, wasn’t I the first to come upon Mr. Sanders’s remains? That doesn’t mean I killed him.

So why had Mr. Sanders been in that secluded cove to begin with?

Harry was about to introduce me to someone he was besotted with—your mother.

Before the introduction could happen, my father turned up dead.

“What exactly were you doing there, Gotty?” sneers Nash, somehow keeping his head.

“L-looking for Harry. I was in the Dry House, drowning my sorrows, when I saw his green boat heading to Rooster Cove. And that’s the truth!”

“Seems to me there’s more Truth to be spilled yet, isn’t there, Milton?”

“No, no, don’t say her name,” wails Tavernish, “or she will… bloody hell.” He gasps, and a chair scrapes against the floor. “Truth, darling! Please don’t look at me that way.”

Is he in the throes of a hallucination?

“I didn’t want to put you in that cove, but your mother insisted. Just until the bastard child was born, of course. It would never have worked out with that heathen, but Simon would’ve had you. Don’t know why you shot him in the leg.”

I let out an audible gasp and clap my hand over my mouth. My mother shot Simon Says, the lead chop?

He was quite handsome, Temperance gushed. I cried when I had to leave the island for school, even though it was Truth who he always brought roses for.

So Tavernish had wanted his lead chop to marry his pregnant daughter? Is that why my mother shot the man? And what did any of this have to do with my father’s death?

The crash of a body falling, a chair overturning, abruptly stops the conversation. And then there is only the buzzing noise of snoring.

Nash stops the music.

Wiping my face, I manage to pull the outer curtain closed and switch off the lights. I peek out from under the curtain.

In the gray light, I make out Götze splayed in his chair, mouth open and snoring. Tavernish collapsed in an awkward heap, rump in the air, a crumpled hankie of a man. Only a finger of blue liquid remains in the bottle of rum.

I feel as empty as that bottle. We will be getting no more from these men now.

Who killed my father? Who killed Mr. Sanders? The questions scream as loud as two jarring notes in my ear.
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Nash stores the spotlights back in the floor cabinets, as if nothing is amiss, and pulls me out the hidden door at the back of the stage. My body has gone numb, and his encouragements barely make it to my ear. A half staircase leads to the business wing. Once back in Mr. Sanders’s office, I wearily cross to the wall panel and press the button to the housekeeper’s desk.

“Yes, miss?” Mrs. Bonefat answers right away.

“The bosses are dead to the world,” I croak.

“I will take care of it,” she says simply.

It occurs to me that she could’ve taken my statement literally, and yet she didn’t ask questions. I resolve not to dwell on it and to just be grateful for her ruthless efficiency. Mrs. Bonefat represented everything I despised about Nowhere: its colorless pallor, its watchful eyes, its cold and unfeeling demeanor. But I was wrong about her. Her hull may be steel, but inside beats a heart of gold.

After setting Mr. Sanders’s hat back on the rack, Nash joins me at the tall windows. “Mr. Tavernish can tell us more about what became of this Simon Says character. I imagine your mother had a good reason for shooting him. Maybe he’s the one who killed your father.”

“Maybe,” I say glumly, knowing that by the time Tavernish wakes up, it will be too late for me to ask him anything.

Below, Koa eases Goliath down the crowded sea path. My heart reaches for him. I will be hauled away soon, and I have not said my goodbyes. Or my thank-yous.

“Why are they all watching the Hure?” asks Nash.

Gilly’s weathered vessel has not ventured far, anchored at a spot about five hundred feet from the shore.

“Maybe because he’s the closest?” I bring my nose to the glass, only now realizing that my mark has begun to warm. A strange brew of emotions begins spinning inside me, tangling with my own.

Not a hundred feet from the boat’s starboard side, the water seems to be… pooling. I’ve seen that agitated movement before, a circling of bubbles around a flatter surface. It is a mirror to another world. One behind which wild things live.

A single blade pokes the surface, slowly cresting to a black sail six feet tall. The dorsal fin is almost… lanky. Then the rest of the massive head emerges with its telltale sea wolf’s eyepatch.

The sight of an unusual marking cuts me at the knees.

Nash catches me against him.

“White m-marks,” I babble. Above the great beast’s eye patch, three white streaks resemble a hen’s scratch.

A childhood accident with Jeddah’s father’s treble fishing hook left a permanent scar.

Nash sucks in his breath. “You don’t think…”

Folks laughed at me after I seen that woman throw herself from her canoe and turn into a sea wolf, Gilly said. And hadn’t Doc told me that sea wolves took drowning victims to their underwater homes to become sea wolves themselves? Still, even if the impossible were true, was Jeddah so troubled he would let the sea consume him?

Like my mother.

Before I can empty myself of my own raging emotions, the sea wolf vanishes. Gilly’s distinctive hulking frame leans over the railing, arms outstretched, as if calling the leviathan back. As if calling him home.

Perhaps the line between truth and legend is not so bright. Maybe somewhere between the fickle air and the cold water lies a frothy in-between, a place where truth and legend blend for those who struggle to find a place in the world. I hope Jeddah is not gone, and not just because that will leave me without an alibi. We’re more alike than you think, he said the day Father Pinnyhorne gave us joint sentences on Chapel Hill. Both of us marked, both of us stuck. A twist of fate spun our lives in two different directions. But in the end, is he the one who has been set free?

Nash pulls my cold hands from the window. “There could be many explanations,” he ventures, in a voice laced with doubt. “Let’s not worry about Jeddah right now. I’m going to solve this like any reasonable man of wealth would do. I will go bribe the sheriff.”

“With what? Your father’s financial straits are well known.”

He lifts one of his cultured dark eyebrows. “If you are convicted, I shall have the Nowhere funds.”

I sag into my heels, not pointing out that I doubt Sheriff Orr is bribable.

But maybe the priest is. The clergy swears an absolute duty to keep the secrets of the penitent, but Father Pinnyhorne gave me up. I asked him yesterday if Mr. Sanders ever told him about his friend Harry. He said not in a secular context, which suggests that Mr. Sanders confided in him in the confession booth. Otherwise, why not simply say no?

The wall clock reads nearly eleven o’clock. Only an hour left of freedom. But the bell has not tolled yet.

I need a word with the man of God.

Nash takes me in his arms, frowning down at me. He won’t be happy with me confronting the person whose word has sent me away. He’ll probably stop me. Before he can begin to suspect my plans, I match my lips to his, knowing this might be our farewell. Clutching me as close as two bodies pressed against a tennis court, he kisses me with the intensity of a stubborn evening sun that won’t let the day go. I wish I could wrap myself fully in this last moment, but too soon he takes his warmth away. “Sit tight. Stay away from the China blue.”

When his footsteps descending the staircase grow faint, I return to my room, exit through the hidden closet door into the servants’ hallway, and take the staircase to the east door for what may be the last time. Three deputies watch the big house, likely one each at the front and back, leaving one for the east or west door.

I pray they have chosen the west door to watch.

The chick must fly or die trying.
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I peek out the east door, and cool air sweeps all around me. To my relief, no lawman stands guard. In the distance people are still bunched on the sea path, necks craned toward the Hure. I hurry toward Nowhere Road, hoping Nash is keeping the sheriff engaged. Weeping cedars paw at me as I pass.

The zigzag road is the closest path up Chapel Hill but exposes me to lawmen, or anyone who happens to glance up. Five hundred feet farther, the Slide shortcut waits—longer to reach, but it will vault me up the hill in half the time.

I make for the Slide. A few faces turn my way. I wave. Nothing to see here. Enjoy the show.

A horse approaches bearing a familiar, solid figure—Red. “Ahoy, Lucy,” he calls, taking in my flustered, hatless appearance. “Everything all right?”

Perhaps I should tell him where I am going. Someone who is on my side should know.

He draws closer, and I notice him squeezing his knee. Got a bullet in there… only notice it when I’m doing the polka. 

My mother shot Simon Says in the leg.

Red’s square face crinkles at my hesitation. Am I grasping at shadows? Surely there are many good middle-aged men with old injuries. But I saw him talking to Mr. Tavernish privately at the Gatheround. Maybe they’d known each other. Red certainly has the build of a lead chop. Perhaps he worked at Tavernish Lime before coming to Nowhere.

And why had Mr. Sanders demoted Red from his position as head Rifle? Had Mr. Sanders begun to suspect Red in the murder of his best friend?

“Er, I think Koa is looking for you.”

“Oh?” Red’s gaze leans on mine. “I just saw him.”

“Really?” I squeak, swaying a little.

Pull yourself together. If he is the killer, you cannot let on that you suspect him. The act is not yet over. You are an heiress. Behave like one.

I draw myself up and say in an imperious tone, “Please check again.”

Red blinks, his sunburned skin going even darker. “Very well, miss.” He sets off.

When I am satisfied no one is watching, I slip into the darkened corridor, my mind buzzing with sickening possibilities. “Red” could be one of the many nicknames Mr. Sanders gave his employees, this one perhaps referring to the man’s hair. If so, is his real name Simon Sayes, also known as Simon Says? If Red killed my father, then he definitely had the means and motive to kill Mr. Sanders.

A chill presses into my damp skin. Conifer arms grab at my pleats. I step around the now-dried rut where the go-wagon veered off the path. My breathing comes faster, and the sweet scent of decaying wood fills my head.

But Koa trusts Red. When Red was head Rifle, he was one of Mr. Sanders’s key advisors. Even so, I check behind me, relieved when I don’t see him following me up the Slide.

Cresting the top, I catch my breath. No one is around, and Red has not taken the zigzag path on his mount. What if the priest isn’t here? I didn’t see him at the derby, and he wouldn’t be a-visiting today. Perhaps he is tending his quiet congregation of bones in the cemetery garden on the other side of the chapel.

The fountain beckons me across the courtyard with its familiar gurgles. Another sound, a slow thud, makes it to my ear.

The sight of the priest not wearing his ministry coat but a work shirt and trousers slows my tracks. He is filling the hole where the rare seaside juniper used to stand, his green wheelbarrow full of lime next to him. The ropy muscles of his lean back bunch and flex with every dig and pull of his spade. On the other side of the hole, three new rosebushes have been placed in the shade of the chapel wall, ready for planting.

Noticing my approach, he straightens, though his saturno hat casts over him an eternal shadow. “Lucy. I thought you’d be watching your derby.”

“It’s hard to watch the derby when the sheriff suspects me of murder.”

His face falls, as if his beard has gotten too heavy. “I am sorry—”

My boots sink into the crumbly edge of the hole, and I quickly step back onto firmer ground.

“Oops, be careful,” he says.

The hole yawns six feet deep and is wide enough to swallow me in one bite.

“You gave up my confession,” I say, refusing to be distracted.

“It was necessary to prevent further harm to others.”

“So… you believe I killed Mr. Sanders?” Despite my determination to remain composed, hot tears threaten to spill out.

He plants the spade and murmurs, “Only God knows, and only God can judge.”

His false humility makes my insides boil, a stewpot in which one too many things have been thrown. Breathing through my nose, I summon some poise. Like Eva, I must keep my bow tied tight. Haven’t I learned a little about how business is done over the past few weeks? I must be nimble. One step ahead.

“I know the answer to Mr. Sanders’s riddle about his treasure,” I say.

“Oh?” He shakes his shoe of dirt.

It is the last dollar I have to bid on information that may or may not lead anywhere. But I have nothing to lose now. How much does the priest want to know the answer? I recite the riddle:


View the place from Consternation

At the highest elevation

Home to buried golden treasure

Rotting to its perfect measure.



“Well, what is the answer?” he asks, no longer shifting. He is perfectly still.

“I will tell you, but first I want to know what you and Mr. Tavernish really talked about. And be honest. He already told me.”

Of course, Mr. Tavernish hasn’t told me anything. But perhaps my lie will provide extra incentive for the priest not to lie.

His eyes flick to my bandaged hand. “Then why do you need an answer from me?”

“I want to hear it from you. If it does not match what Mr. Tavernish said, I will not tell you the answer to the riddle.”

“Well, you certainly have always been an inquisitive young lady.” Lips pursed, he stares down into the ditch, hiding his expression, though his hesitation speaks volumes. He really does care to know where Mr. Sanders found his treasure. But why? Is he simply curious? Or does the priest care more for worldly goods than a man of God should?

Covetousness was the root sin that tripped me.

He meets my gaze again, eyes serene. “Mr. Tavernish recognized me from my days as a young man. But as I told you, God had great plans for me, plans to comfort a flock terrorized by demons in the sea. The pews are filled like never before.”

Shouts reach my ear from somewhere below the hill. My stomach loops, thinking about Jeddah lost at sea. His enraged voice roars in my head. Let ’em be scared. Let ’em think a monster’s coming for them.

My gaze is drawn up to the bell tower, then swings back to the priest, finally seeing clearly. “Jeddah always did what you told him.”

“He’s a troubled young man, but I hope I’ve given him some direction.”

I cough in disbelief. “By killing seals.”

The priest exploited Jeddah’s anger at the people who laughed at his father.

“All for good purpose.” The man flashes his magnetic smile. I’m caught by the contrast of the straight teeth on top and the crooked ones on bottom.

His real name was Simon Sayes, but everyone called him Simon Says, like the game, because you did what he asked. He was very charismatic.

Success is the sum of details.

“Simon Says.” The words drop out of me, and the priest’s pupils sharpen in acknowledgment.

I break into a cold sweat, as if the waters of the sound are being poured through me. Theory B. Mr. Sanders and your father were killed by the same person, Eva says reasonably.

Perhaps Simon’s face was clean-shaven back then. Perhaps he’d had the thick build of a lead chopper. Mr. Sanders may not have recognized him from eighteen years earlier. May not have even known him.

But Mr. Tavernish had.

Somewhere in my mind, the telephone rings. An Italian clerk from the Diocese of Seattle called for Mr. Sanders with an urgent message. Father Pinnyhorne claimed the call must have concerned a new curate, but a curate had not been sent.

I am on the verge of discovering an important truth about your father’s death, Mr. Sanders had told me.

“Mr. Sanders was looking into your background,” I croak, my mouth suddenly dry as old wood. “You killed him because he was getting close to discovering who you really were.”

Why on earth would Simon Says have come back here?

A grim smile works at his mouth. “Thanks to your confession, I knew he was close. The diocese is supposed to protect our former identities, but even they can be bought.”

My gaze travels past the hole to the snowball roses at the far end of the cemetery. I dug the trench for those blooms.

A trench big enough to bury a body.

Repulsive images fill my head. But how did the priest manage to haul a bleeding carcass up here? Simon leans his shovel against his wheelbarrow with its single wheel, and my mind begins to reel. I thought a go-wagon had carved the rut I nearly tripped over on my journey down the Slide. But a go-wagon would’ve made two parallel tracks.

I stumble back, but Simon is quicker, snatching my left wrist. He yanks me toward him so violently that I fall, pulling him down, and he half slides into the pit. Instinct takes over, and I lash out with my foot, connecting with his head. With a grunt, he grabs his ear and slides farther in.

A searing pain in my left ankle consumes me. I must have twisted it when I fell. Even so, I half limp, half crawl across the cemetery, desperate to reach the courtyard to the zigzag path. Pine needles stab my palms. My knees scrape against gravel.

Another cheer goes up from far away, and a whimper escapes my lips. There is no one to hear me, no one to help. I wish I’d told Red where I was going. Simon Says will bury me in that pit, like he buried Mr. Sanders in the hole I dug. No one will ever know I came to Chapel Hill.

“Lucy,” his voice crows after me, cold as a north wind, “Simon Says come back!”

Terror streaks through me at the childish command turned nightmare. A devil has been living among us: not one with a scaly body, but one whose handsome reflection all this time hid a vicious killer. Someone from whom even the wild things are not safe.

No longer wearing his hat, Simon grunts as he tries to free himself from the pit. Reaching the paved courtyard, I glance behind me. Arms outstretched and eyes bulging with hate, he struggles to pull himself out.

Don’t look. Keep going.

My breath sounds raggedy in my ear, and my left ankle feels like it is on fire. I round the front of the church, where the clock bell tower reads a quarter till noon. The zigzag path looks miles away.

Simon bellows in a voice that could call the spirits from their graves, and suddenly his yells sound closer. He’s freed himself of the pit! By the time they come looking for me, he will have caught and buried me. The sheriff will think I ran, maybe headed north.

The brass bell taunts me, silent and almost bored. It is set to go off at the noon and six o’clock hours, but it can also be operated manually. Which means I can change time. Find that space between truth and fiction and coax belief. I crawl through the open doors, the hard floor punishing my knees. My panicked mews echo off the high ceilings, the erect pews.

On the left, a rope is tied in a figure eight around a metal cleat. Using the walls to push myself up, I awkwardly grab the rope. I cannot fumble now.

Unwind, unwind!

Simon fills the doorway, blocking out the light. He lunges for me.

But I have the rope.

And as he yanks me away, the rope pulls the pivoting beam, and the bell’s voice rings out loud and clear.

One last cry for me.
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I am dragged from what should be my sanctuary back to the cemetery, Simon’s voice rasping in my ear. “It is your fault, you know. You made me do this.”

I thrash, then make myself extra heavy. But I am a landed fish, and Simon is squeezing me so hard from behind, I can scarcely draw breath. I throw back my head, catching him on the mouth, and am satisfied to hear him grunt.

“You had to come back, begging for your answers. Poor little orphan Lucy. No daddy, no mama. Sorry to say, but they would’ve disappointed you.”

White-hot anger blurs my vision. Disappointment would certainly have beaten the lifetime of agonizing absence I was given—all because of him. I let out a raspy scream, but with a violent heave he swings me into the pit.

When I come to, blood salts my tongue and I’m not sure which way is up. Everything aches. Maybe all my bones have broken. Maybe all that is left now is for me to close my eyes and finally rest. But my eyes must already be closed, because it is dark. I am face down in the dirt by the priest’s saturno hat.

I push myself up using a root that juts out about a foot from the bottom. Something is raining down upon me, something powdery and fine, pouring over my legs, my back, my head. I moan, reaching up a hand.

Powder.

I gasp, trying to sit up. The wheelbarrow was filled with lime.

I dare not speak, or the powder will get into my mouth and my saliva will cause a heat reaction.

Don’t cry, don’t weep, don’t even sweat.

A mild, itchy burning has already started up on the damp parts of my neck.

I try to sweep off the powder with my hands, but there’s too much getting in my nose, my ears. Though it sickens me, I cover my head with the priest’s hat. What new fresh hell will be next? Will he pour the water directly onto me? Or will he shovel in the dirt, bury me alive first, decompose my body later? Can’t plant roses in such a deep ditch. The fire in my ankle has now spread up my leg, but I can’t stay here.

Pushing away the pain, I claw my way up, powder raining down on my arms under my torn sleeves. I will not make it easy for him to bury me. “You sick butcher!”

We all assumed the Welsh hatchet had been part of Shimmelfen’s exotic knife collection. But as a former lumberjack, Simon would have had a hatchet of his own.

Simon heaves a shovel of dirt down onto me. “If I was sick, it was only… lovesick. I thought Truth was my girl,” he pants. “I thought she loved me. But then I followed her to that beach. Saw her carrying on with that heathen. It would’ve driven any man to madness.” His words throb with entitled rage. “I waited until she left.” Sweat dribbles down his forehead into his beard. “I was even willing to take her back after her betrayal, but she shot me. Tore right through the muscle. I lost everything. Had to find a new profession.”

I make myself as small as possible, head aching. My heart beats so hard in my chest, I think I might have an attack. It will be a more merciful way to die than being buried alive.

“Now, I have set up the hose. Tell me where the treasure is, and I’ll give you a quick death—one stroke.” Blood smears the priest’s clenched teeth, and his fingers twitch around the handle of the suddenly wicked-looking shovel. “But if you refuse, I will pour the water, and with the amount of lime I’ve showered on you, your skin will melt away. And then I’ll bury what’s left while you scream.”

I gasp, trying not to let the horrible words take shape in my head.

Treasure. That’s why he returned here when he could’ve made a clean escape. The fake Father Pinnyhorne had always been reckless, a man who believed himself entitled to more than his share. Perhaps Mr. Sanders had sensed it—snapping at the priest for the harmless act of smoothing the argument with Mr. Tavernish. Giving Simon the riddle, then, had not been a gift. It was a test. A way to measure the greed of his so-called clergyman.

I slowly climb to my feet, though my left leg is too painful to put weight on. “You were the one digging holes at the summit.”

Simon’s smile stretches wider. “Thought ‘rotting to its perfect measure’ meant those bread-loaf fungi that grow on the pines. Dug half the hill, but I haven’t found anything yet. So what’s the answer?”

A murrelet screams.

I imagine her still-downy breast, her brown-gray plumage speckled with white, perfectly matched to the fir bark on which she has spent her growing days. The hidden days. There is nothing remarkable about her, poised on that branch. But in the moment before she flies, she holds her destiny in her tremulous wings. She could live in the safety of the branches. Or take a leap of faith that there is a world beyond her loneliness.

I want to see a palm tree.

“I choose—”

In that split second I shift my weight to my left leg. Ignoring the agony, I step onto the jutting root. The tiny boost is enough for me to grab at the neck of the shovel—

—and miss.

I land heavily back in the pit, saturno flying. But Simon has been knocked off-balance, and a curse fouls the air.

For a moment his shadow relents.

Fly or die trying.

I close my eyes, a weightless feeling winging over me.

Perhaps it is in the falling that she lives most fully.
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A jingle of reins meets my ear. The ridiculous thought that God has sent a sleigh for me enters my foggy head. But then I hear men’s voices, yelling. A sound like the whack of a shovel against something solid follows.

Then strong hands are lifting me up, as gently as a coat he is trying not to wrinkle, Flossie once said. “Koa,” I mumble. He hoists me onto solid earth, then swings a leg over the edge of the pit, gold flashing at his neck.

In the cemetery Simon Says kneels, clutching his head, blood glistening in his beard. Nash stands before him, shovel pulled back and ready to swing again.

“You wouldn’t dirty those pretty hands,” Simon sneers.

Nash scoffs. “Killed pigs a couple days ago. A worm will be easy.”

“Don’t you dare, City Rat. He’s mine.” Koa barrels forward, fists raised. “Get up, you sick son of a bitch.”

Using a headstone, Simon pulls himself shakily to his feet. “I pity you, Koa. Always her dog. Did you ever tell Lucy how you lied about getting that airplane job?”

Koa squares up, back flexing. He will pummel the life out of Simon Says.

Nash crouches beside me, dabbing lime from my face with his handkerchief. “Don’t cry, darling.”

“He never got a job!” Simon Says calls to me, his words sounding watery, like he’s speaking out of a whale’s blowhole.

Koa’s fist lashes out, and the priest’s head snaps back. The man stumbles but doesn’t fall.

Koa is playing with him.

Simon Says coughs up blood and grins. “That was a lie for Lover Boy to get you all to himself. Oh, the secrets I could tell.”

This time Koa’s knuckles connect with the priest’s face with a wet crunching sound—and then again, and again, until the murderer is back on his knees, a swaying tombstone of flesh and bone.

I feel like doing something violent.

My own words return to me as I witness Koa take out his rage on the man. It warms my belly to see the priest in pain, makes my juices flow again to hear him moan. To watch his blood spill in payment for the lives he took. The misery he inflicted. If my legs worked, I’d get in there and kick him too.

But another life will be paid if Simon Says dies.

Handsome as a summer sunset. Watertight as a canoe, keeping me afloat all these years.

“Koa,” I croak, but he keeps up his attack. I paw Nash. “Stop him!”

Grimly, Nash moves toward Koa.

Simon Says will meet his maker one day, but Koa will not be the one to deliver him. There will be a trial. Mr. Tavernish will testify. I will make sure of it. It’s the least my grandfather can do.

With his shovel, Nash scoops up a bit of plain dirt and tosses it in Koa’s face. “That’s enough, cowboy.”

Koa’s barrage ceases as he clears his vision, his frustrated cursing music to my ears.

Someone calls my name. Half sitting, half lying on an elbow, I turn to see the sheriff cresting the hill, followed by his deputies, and Eva and Flossie. The horses—Goliath and Red’s mare—don’t even lift their noses from the fountain as the newcomers rush past them.

I think back to the day I first dared to wander among two black-and-white wolves.

No, I didn’t have a death wish. I just craved a pod of my own.

And somehow, impossibly, one has risen from that frothy in-between.
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Sometimes the world moves too slowly, each day welded to the next in a never-ending chain. But today, two weeks from the day I was nearly buried alive, someone has cranked the gears too hard.

Koa is leaving Nowhere.

I knew this day would come, but as I watch him pull Goliath’s forehead to his own, the breeze of the marina streaming through both their manes, I wish I could set the clock back to a simpler age. Days of combing vertical marshes for duck eggs. Tasting waterfalls.

With a last pat, Koa lets Red take Goliath and offers me his arm. My ankle hasn’t healed completely, but I insisted on seeing him off. I will miss the way his presence puts a solid feeling in me. I will miss the curls at the back of his neck. His sharp nose inhales as if catching a whiff of a sweet-smelling future, one in which he and his Hawaiian cousin with the biplane will be starting an aircraft business of their own in Seattle.

“I hear stars aren’t all they’re cracked up to be,” I grouse. “They’re a lot farther than you think. Already have a big one up there.” As if conspiring against me, the late summer sun hides in a wool blanket. I’m babbling, stretching out the moment despite the warning toot of the ferry.

Koa’s gaze falls to me and softens. “I won’t be that far.”

“Yes, you will.” My voice cracks.

Setting down his canvas bag, he lets me hold him one last time. Then he steps onto that swaying platform, off to navigate his own map of the world.



Morning fog nudges away the last of summer. The birdsong of breeders has faded, replaced by the chattering of migrators, gorging themselves on our shoreline buffet.

The Lady Vee barely causes a stir among sandpipers racing along the coast, but black-bellied plovers halt mid-step as Nash salutes them.

I have put the Nowhere coffers under much strain. It is time to explore what treasure awaits on Parish Isle.

“Are you sure about this?” Nash asks me as the fog-bound land mass grows closer. “Your window-boat is coming along nicely, and you already have a waiting list for tours, which means a steady income. People are certainly curious about the glamorous heiress of Nowhere who solved two murders.”

Simon Sayes’s trial was quick, and he is scheduled to exchange his dog collar for one of hemp for the murders of Mr. Sanders and my father, and the attempted murder of me.

“It will be a scientific tour focused on the sea wolves and our natural marine life,” I reply. “I will be wearing my scouting duds, not a ball gown.”

Knowing I am making my father and Mr. Sanders’s dream a reality lifts some of the sadness that has followed me all my life. Gray was the sadness, the color of not knowing.

Now, even with overcast skies, Nowhere has taken on hues I have never seen before.

Spiky conifers spackled with moss and fungi cloak the shoulders of the mountains like a rich green cape. I convinced the Brain Trust we should give Mount Consternation back to the State of Washington for a park. I never thought it was right to own a mountain. Perhaps one day the return will redeem Mr. Sanders a little in Cookie’s eyes, wherever she is.

“Maybe some mysteries don’t need solving,” Nash muses. “Isn’t that what makes life interesting?”

“Not always,” I say as the boy with the hen-scratch scar surfaces in my head.

My dugout canoe was discovered missing, along with Jeddah’s small tackle box and his sheepskin coat. Gilly has gone in search of his son, and I wished him Godspeed.

“If we go back, we will disappoint Mary, who has come all the way from Seattle.” I twist around, where Eva and the statuesque young botanist Mary Paul are perched with an immense carpetbag of books and equipment between them. Though the dark-eyed academician with her intense stare is quiet with me, she seems to have much in common with Eva, including a love of seashells and the book Frankenstein by Mary Shelley.

“I would not be disappointed,” the botanist says, pushing her straw hat back on her thick hair. “Already I have seen many wonderful things in Nowhere and would like to explore more.” She has not found any China blue in her foraging here and posits that the wild boars may have decimated it. Meanwhile, we seem to have decimated the boars.

Not every wild thing that finds its way here will survive.

I wonder if Mary, whose grandfather helped the explorer George Vancouver identify plants on Nootka Island, would consider a post as researcher for Wilds of Orcas Island. For illustrations, I’ve already engaged Mr. Götze’s interpreter, Wai, who has also guided me in tracing my father’s roots. Apparently there are family associations by surname, and I’m scheduled to visit the Tang society next month in Seattle.

Parish Isle beckons to me, a distant cloud on the water. “The tours might be a bust. What do you think, Eva? How soon do you think we’ll be able to start selling our redesigned Specialties?”

Gasoline engines are several times less noisy than diesel ones, and we hope for a “noiseless” invention in time.

My stalwart secretary watches a loon rise, its throat the same scarlet as her knitted beret. Eva has taken on more color too, but only in small doses. “It may require a few months. Sveyn and Boots are already pitching them to customers, but they don’t have Mr. Sanders’s touch.”

I slide my gaze to Nash, who is frowning at Parish Isle from under the brim of Poggie #1. “You look like you want a favor,” he remarks without even glancing at me.

“ ‘Throw out your hook. I’ll reel ’em in.’ ” I deliver my loftiest mimicry of him. “You could do it without even trying.”

Abruptly, he eases up on the throttle, and I catch myself on the dash.

A dozen dark silhouettes have surfaced, drifting, lounging, exhaling their sighs into the fog. A shiver runs along my spine. Even though I constantly feel them all around me, the sight of the sea wolves still leaves me breathless. I know they are not evil. But it is always risky for mice to play in grass where lions tread.

With the havoc wreaked by the island bosses now eased, the sea wolves are peaceful—for now. Temperance and Prosper are no longer speaking to Mr. Tavernish, whose actions deprived them of Truth, while I am getting to know my aunt and cousin. For the lime man, good relations with them will depend on remaining in my good graces, which means that spilled lime won’t be a problem anymore.

As for Mr. Götze, when rumors of my sea-wolf sense reached his ears, he put away the guns and the traps. I doubt I could ever get a wild thing to obey my orders. Still, let him think it.

A hundred feet to my right, a spyhopping sea wolf begins to float: her own island. With a wet explosion, a smaller, sleeker form jumps next to her, crashing with a self-important kerchunk!

“Scull,” I whisper.

The ripples from the calf’s landing gently nudge us toward Parish Isle.

Nash’s hand finds mine, his touch making me feel reckless.

Some people coast to the inevitability of their destinies. Others, like Mr. Sanders, are like meteors, always hurtling. But most must crawl steadily toward it, by instinct, or magnetic currents, or just sheer determination. Sometimes our branches grow a little crooked. But they are always reaching for the light.

I imagine that mysterious China blue on that unseen isle pointing toward me. Seek the mystery.

Lucy Nowhere takes in the world flourishing around her, birds streaming like ribbons over the sky, sea wolves making the ocean move. The breathless faces of her crew await her command. She gives it: “Onward.”





AUTHOR’S NOTE

They say to write what you know, but honestly, I drained that bank account books ago. So before I begin a story, I spend vast amounts of time learning stuff I didn’t know, or that I thought I knew but actually didn’t.

Let me share with you a few of those things.

Pre-book, salmon was that pink fish that had those omega-3 oils that will keep the brain from melting. I had heard about, but never fully appreciated, the severe decline in their population owing to many reasons, including overfishing. Since they are a keystone species (an animal that has a disproportionately large impact on the ecosystem relative to its abundance), this is bad news for creatures who rely on them for sustenance, including the Southern Resident orcas of the San Juan Islands. Unlike other kinds of orcas, including the “transients” that also occupy the waters of the Pacific Northwest, the Southern Residents don’t have teeth that can handle tearing big meat. Without salmon, the endangered Southern Residents are slowly starving. (The Southern Residents also suffered the indignity of having over half their population stolen away from Pacific Northwest waters for amusement parks in the 1970s). As of July 2025, there are only seventy-four Southern Residents left.

The decline of the salmon population isn’t great for humans, either, in particular the Coast Salish Tribes, for whom salmon forms a large part of the culture—not just in diet, but also in spiritual well-being. As the first inhabitants of the Salish Sea (a modern term that encompasses the Puget Sound, the San Juan Islands, and the waters off Vancouver, British Columbia), they have much to teach us through their deep respect for the land, the water, and the wildlife.

I also learned about lime. By the time you finish this book, you’ll know I’m not talking about citrus. Nope, I’m talking about something more basic than that. Large deposits of high-quality limestone, used mainly for construction, made the San Juan Islands the principal lime-producing region for the State of Washington for sixty years, from the 1860s through the 1920s. The deep waters around the islands eased the transportation of the lime once it had been heated in kilns to a fine powder. Honestly, I wasn’t going to make a big deal of lime in this book until my intelligent friend Gordon Jack (who also happens to be a librarian and a fellow author) was listening to me ramble about lime and commented, “Isn’t that what they use to decompose the bodies?” Well, after that, how could I not do a little more “digging”?

Last, I want to mention that the figure of Mr. Dakon Sanders, with his estate called Nowhere, is loosely inspired by Orcas Island biggie Robert Moran, a former mayor of Seattle and renowned shipbuilder who retired to the island after being told he only had a year to live. The fresh air must have been good for his constitution—either that or the doctors just got it wrong—because the man ended up living almost forty years more, building a mansion, now the famed Rosario Resort, and collecting over five thousand acres. Most of that land he donated back to the State of Washington, and it is now Moran State Park. In the middle is Mount Constitution, which is a much less creepy name than Mount “Consternation.”

Incidentally, I learned that Orcas Island is actually not named for the orcas, but for a guy named Juan Vicente de Güemes Pacheco de Padilla y Horcasitas, Second Count of Revillagigedo and the viceroy of New Spain, whose nickname sounds like “Orcas.” And while we’re at it, did you know that salmonella has nothing to do with salmon and is actually named for David Salmon, who supervised research isolating the bacteria in pigs? I could fill a book with stuff I didn’t know. Oh wait, I just did.

Very last, let me mention that many geographical places here are conjured from my imagination, including but not limited to Parish Isle, Far West Bay, and Rooster Cove, so don’t go looking for them on a map.

Also, only imaginary orcas were injured in the writing of this story.

Joyfully submitted,

Stacey Lee
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