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            Chapter One

          

          THE DAUGHTER IN THE BASEMENT

        

      

    

    
      Henry Hamilton

      September 1913

      

      Tidepool looked like the kind of place where people went to die, not to live.

      After less than a day there, Henry Hamilton had already seen enough. His father had settled on the little oceanside town as a possible location for a beach resort. Henry’s colleague and friend, Charlie Sherman returned from the place completely sold on the idea, but as Henry strolled around Tidepool’s dirt streets he couldn’t understand their enthusiasm.

      The town was all wooden buildings that had long since warped in the town’s pervasive dampness, topped by metal signs corroded from exposure to the salty air. Loose shutters banged in the breeze as Henry passed. Even the beach, which Charlie claimed would be Tidepool’s main attraction, was marred by the rotted hulk of a sailboat and bloated seabird corpses washing ashore. The ramshackle stores lining the muddy main street looked like they might collapse into splinters and planks if Henry gave them a good swift kick.

      He was starting to want to.

      The pervasive odors of salt water and fish wafted off the nearby ocean, but another smell lurked underneath those, something even less pleasant. Henry couldn’t identify it, but it reminded him somewhat of the stench of a dead animal rotting in the woods.

      The putrid smell suited Tidepool well. The longer Henry remained here, the more anxious he felt to get home.

      But perhaps he was being unfair. Perhaps he was too used to the buildings and bustle of Baltimore, his hometown.

      The passing townspeople didn’t bother hiding their stares. Henry stood out in his tailored blue suit, which likely cost more money than most people here ever saw. The clothing sported by the locals might have been colorful once, but had long since faded to the same drab colors as their dilapidated buildings. And while the looks the locals gave him bore no particular malice, Henry certainly wouldn’t call them friendly.

      It didn’t help that as Henry walked, he grew increasingly uneasy. He couldn’t have said why. The town was quiet to the point of boredom. Nobody had treated him with anything other than politeness. And yet …

      Tidepool feels like a small town holding its breath, waiting for something to happen—and not something good.

      That’s what he’d tell Father when he returned to Baltimore. Perhaps they could truly make something of this town, but Henry had his doubts.

      The only place in Tidepool still busy at six o’clock at night was Cooper’s Inn and Tavern, where Henry had taken a room. The sound of voices and the clanking of glasses and plates carried out into the street as Henry neared the inn.

      He opened the tavern door and was accosted by the smells of cooking fish and a crackling fire. As he approached the bar, Balthazar Cooper, the innkeeper, gave Henry a curt nod from behind the wooden counter.

      “Evening, Balt. Glass of whiskey, if you please.”

      Balt’s hair was sandy and thinning, and no matter what time of day Henry encountered him, the older man’s blue eyes looked watery and sleepless. Like everything in Tidepool, the innkeeper seemed shabby and worn down. Indeed, all the townspeople—even the younger ones—looked weathered, blasted with salt, the same pale shade as the sand on the beach outside Cooper’s.

      Balt placed a tumbler in front of Henry with no comment. Henry smiled in thanks as he picked up his drink and glanced around the tavern.

      Wooden tables filled the room, surrounding a lit fireplace. Several men sat around the tavern in groups, drinking and talking and letting out the occasional raucous laugh. An old map and a rusty anchor were the only decorations on the faded wooden walls.

      And then Henry saw the woman.

      She sat in a plush red chair close to the fireplace and gazed at the flames, her profile to him. Women drinking alone in taverns were not something Henry saw often, not even back in Baltimore.

      Could she be a prostitute? Surely not; even in the flickering firelight, Henry could tell that her black clothes were finer than his, and far more elaborate than anything he had seen on the other women of Tidepool. And certainly no lady of the evening who hoped to earn real money would come to a place like this.

      As if she could feel his eyes on her, the woman turned and gave Henry a piercing stare. Her eyes were almost as black as her clothing, and from what he could see under her hat, so was her hair.

      And then it hit him: She was Mrs. Ada Oliver. Charlie Sherman had talked about the wealthy widow after his own visit to Tidepool the month before. Why the woman had settled in Tidepool of all places mystified both Charlie and Henry, but Charlie believed that Mrs. Oliver’s presence could be useful. People with money would be more likely to buy vacation cottages and spend their summers here if they knew one of their own was already settled in, he reasoned.

      Henry realized he had been staring at her much longer than was strictly polite. Feeling somewhat emboldened by the whiskey, he stood and made his way to her table.

      “Excuse me, please. Are you Mrs. Oliver?”

      She looked up at him for a moment before answering.

      “Yes. Have we met?”

      “Not yet. My name is Henry Hamilton. I believe we have an acquaintance in common. My colleague Charles Sherman was in Tidepool not long ago and mentioned meeting you.”

      Her dark brows furrowed for a second. “Charles Sherman?”

      “Young fellow from Baltimore?”

      She thought for another moment and nodded, recognition flickering in her eyes.

      “Yes, I remember.” She had a deep, throaty voice, and her dark eyes narrowed as she looked up at him. “Do tell me, Mr. Hamilton—what is it about Tidepool that brings so many young people from Baltimore here as of late?”

      That’s a damn good question, ma’am. “Well, we believe Tidepool might hold a good bit of promise.”

      “Promise?” She sounded quite skeptical.

      “We’re interested in buying property here and creating a sort of coastal resort town. Similar to what’s being done with Ocean City, if you’ve been out that way. We believe we could make Tidepool a much busier place. Bring lots of people here, people with money to spend. Did you perhaps speak of this with Mr. Sherman?”

      Mrs. Oliver frowned. “We spoke of it briefly. And I seem to recall explaining to your Mr. Sherman that the people of Tidepool do not necessarily want to be busier. I thought he understood.”

      Henry chuckled, although he wasn’t pleased to hear that. Charlie made it sound as though the people he’d spoken with in Tidepool couldn’t wait to start building the place up. “Well, that’s Charlie for you. Once he gets an idea in his head, he won’t let it go easily. And he gave me the impression that the people here had showed great interest in the development of their town.”

      “I very much doubt that. I am afraid you and your colleague are looking in the wrong place.”

      “But the money that more visitors would bring could be of great service to Tidepool.”

      She gave him a sharp glance. “Are you here to ask me for money, Mr. Hamilton?”

      “Certainly not.” Not yet. “Right now, I’m just visiting. Trying to get the lay of the land, so to speak.”

      As they looked at each other, another idea began to bloom in Henry’s mind. Perhaps it was the whiskey, but as he spoke to Mrs. Oliver, something stirred in him. She was a handsome woman, older than he was but perhaps not by too much. He would put her in her thirties if he had to guess, mid-thirties to his twenty-four. And she had so much money, or so Charlie had claimed.

      Henry knew he was attractive; people had been telling him so since he was a teenager, and although he tried not to get a swelled head about it, he could see it himself. He had thick wavy blond hair, large green eyes, and his father’s height and athletic build.

      And he had no particular attachments back in Baltimore. The only girl in his life right now was his younger sister, Sorrow. He had broken off an engagement with Miss Grace Moore several months earlier when he learned of Grace’s dalliance with a local stage actor. An actor, of all people. She could have at least had the decency to betray him with someone respectable.

      Mrs. Oliver appeared more than respectable. And as far as Henry could tell, she too had no attachments. She wore no ring, and she had no companion other than himself as she sat in the tavern.

      “How long will you be staying here, Mr. Hamilton? As you may have realized, it will not take you very long to see all of Tidepool.”

      “Indeed not,” he said with a friendly laugh. “But I’ll be here another day or so. I do love the ocean.”

      A dark-skinned, heavyset woman pushed past Henry and bustled over to the fireplace. “‘Scuse me, sir,” she muttered as she edged by. This was Naomi Cooper, the innkeeper’s wife, looking flushed and damp in the dim light of the tavern. She picked up a poker and stabbed at the logs in the fireplace.

      Mrs. Oliver gave Naomi a quick glance before turning back to Henry.

      “Mr. Hamilton, I will be having dinner at home soon. Would you care to join me?”

      The fireplace poker clattered to the ground with a metallic bang, turning heads all over the tavern. The older woman picked the poker up and murmured apologies as she placed it against the wall. She avoided Mrs. Oliver’s intent stare as she hustled back to the kitchen.

      That gave Henry a few extra seconds to ponder the widow’s offer. Inviting him home when they’d just met? She was apparently nothing if not rather bold.

      “I’d be delighted. Such a gracious offer.” Maybe she was lonely. It didn’t look to him as if there were too many eligible men in Tidepool for her to entertain herself with.

      The yokels in the tavern turned to watch them leave, and murmurs sounded around the room. Perhaps they had nothing better to pay attention to than whoever might leave Cooper’s with Mrs. Oliver. Perhaps they all wished they were Henry. Perhaps they thought he was a degenerate.

      But who cared what they thought?

      Mrs. Oliver walked slightly in front of him as they left the tavern and proceeded up Water Street. He studied the way her black silk dress skimmed over her body, wondering how long it had been since she’d been with anyone.

      “Is it always this quiet in Tidepool, Mrs. Oliver?” He saw almost no other people out on the street.

      “I suppose so. People tend not to like going out at night.”

      “Oh? Why’s that?”

      “There are mostly silly, superstitious folk around here. They talk of ghosts. And sea monsters, if you can imagine.” She let out a chuckle that didn’t sound even the slightest bit amused.

      “Sea monsters? That’s a new one.” Henry pondered that as they turned right and followed a narrower street. Could a few stories about Tidepool ghosts and monsters be used to pique visitor interest in the place? That sort of thing might attract a certain type of tourist.

      Perhaps he could persuade Mrs. Oliver to share a few of those tales. He felt increasingly convinced that a possible path to developing Tidepool was to win the affections of Mrs. Oliver. She might be easier to persuade to invest in their efforts if she had a more…personal stake in the whole thing.

      His father was fond of saying that one should never overlook any possible ways to a favorable resolution, and he wanted to bring this one home. Whatever doubts he had about this town, he wanted Father to see that he was just as capable as Charlie Sherman of getting things done.

      A particularly large house that Henry had spotted on his way into Tidepool loomed into view as they crested the hill.

      “Here we are, Mr. Hamilton.”

      Henry’s breath stopped. For just a minute, all thoughts of the seduction of Mrs. Oliver fled his mind.

      Mrs. Oliver’s home looked utterly out of place in Tidepool, as if it had been picked up and dropped into the town from another, far wealthier place.

      Four columns flanked the front door and led to a balcony with a wrought-iron railing on the third floor. Two smaller balconies extended from the sides of the second level of the house. Dim light shone from a window on the top floor. The dark shimmer of the Atlantic was visible from where they stood, and the sound of waves breaking on the shore carried up to them. The smell of salt air washed over him as he took in the view.

      He could also see some of the headstones of Tidepool’s vast cemetery, looking gray and indistinct in the darkness. Those spoiled the glorious view a bit.

      Henry wondered just what it was Mr. Oliver had done in life to leave his widow so well off. He dismissed the brief thought that she couldn’t possibly be living in a place as big as this all by herself.

      Inside, the house’s wooden floors looked rather worn. A large staircase wound up one wall towards the upper levels. A portrait of a very stern man dominated the entryway, and Henry wondered to himself if this could be the late Mr. Oliver. But no, certainly not; the fellow’s long hair and his clothing were several decades out of date, making him far too old to have ever been married to Mrs. Oliver. An ancestor, then.

      Whoever the fellow was, his dark scowl gave Henry the unpleasant feeling of being judged and found wanting.

      The smell of salt water intensified inside the house, and Henry wasn’t sure how that could be. Surely nobody had a window open in here with the chill outside. Perhaps the ocean air permeated everything in Tidepool.

      He turned away from the portrait and nodded to Mrs. Oliver as his thoughts returned to the goal he had set as they walked to her house. Perhaps Charlie really did know what he was talking about. If they could spend some money to knock down all the dilapidated shacks and build some bigger houses and attractions, who knew what Tidepool might become?

      And then footsteps sounded on the staircase, and Henry’s heart sank. He had made no allowances for anyone else in his plans for the seduction of Mrs. Oliver. Had he been wrong all this time? Did she already have a companion—a lover—after all?

      A disheveled young man in a rumpled white shirt and dark pants walked down the steps, his head turned in Henry’s direction. His messy black hair looked as if he’d just rolled out of bed, and his skin was even whiter than Mrs. Oliver’s. Henry found it impossible to tell what the young man might be thinking, as his eyes were obscured by thick, tinted glasses. Henry wondered how he could even see in the dim foyer.

      Surely this bizarre fellow could not be involved with Mrs. Oliver. Henry simply wouldn’t believe it.

      The young man reached the foyer and stood with his back pressed against the wall as if he feared Henry. He was quite tall and thin, with a long, narrow face.

      Mrs. Oliver turned to him.

      “Good evening, Quentin. I have brought home a visitor this evening. Mr. Henry Hamilton, I would like to introduce you to my brother, Quentin Ramsay.”

      Her brother? Henry tried to make himself believe that the odd creature who had just descended the stairs could be in any way related to the elegant, very proper Mrs. Oliver. Not wishing to seem rude, Henry approached the strange man and held out a hand.

      “Hello, Mr. Ramsay. Pleasure to meet you.”

      Instead of responding in kind, Quentin looked down at the ground, swallowed hard, and then hurried off without acknowledging Henry at all. Henry stood with his hand hanging in the air, feeling ridiculous.

      “Please excuse him, Mr. Hamilton.” Was that a small smile playing around Mrs. Oliver’s lips? It would be the first one Henry had seen from her. “Quentin can be a bit eccentric. He means no discourtesy. It is just the way he is.”

      “I see.” Henry lowered his hand, still feeling foolish.

      “May I offer you a drink?” she asked. “Red wine, perhaps?”

      “Yes, please.”

      She turned and disappeared into another room. A bottle opened, followed by the sound of liquid being poured.

      As she reappeared with two glasses of wine, his thoughts, scattered by the house and by the unexpected appearance of Quentin Ramsay, finally returned to the seduction of Mrs. Oliver. He accepted a glass and took a sip. Although Henry knew relatively little about wine, this one had a smoky, chocolaty taste that spread warmth through his body.

      She led him to another room off the entranceway and lit a lamp. She sat on the red velvet settee, leaving him the wooden armchair. Henry tried to figure out the best way to crack that impassive stare. Sensing that he would have to do most of the talking, he took another sip of wine, hoping it would relax him.

      “Mrs. Oliver, I very much appreciate your hospitality,” he began. “You are the most pleasant person I’ve encountered since leaving Baltimore. Traveling can be quite lonely at times.”

      She looked at him for a rather long moment before nodding. “I don’t travel much these days, myself. I prefer to stay by the water.”

      “I see.” The wine and the whiskey before it made him feel a little bold. “Well, my family’s home is very close to the Patapsco River. If you were ever to find yourself in Baltimore, I would be delighted to host you for a visit.”

      “Would you?” she said in a chillier tone. Perhaps he’d pushed too far. They’d scarcely met and he was already hinting that she should travel to his house. Easy, Hal.

      “And who lives with you in Baltimore?” Mrs. Oliver asked at last, rescuing him from the awkward silence.

      “My father. My sister, Sorrow, lives with us as well, but perhaps not for much longer. She talks of finding her own place in the world.” He chuckled, thinking of his headstrong little sister. She had clashed repeatedly with Father since graduating from college; Winslow Hamilton considered it faintly scandalous that his daughter was more interested in a profession than a husband. Indeed, Henry had been slightly nervous at the prospect of leaving the two of them alone together.

      But his little sister was feisty and knew her own mind. And if she had to, she could take care of herself. Of that much, Henry was certain.

      A small furrow appeared between Mrs. Oliver’s eyebrows. “Did I hear correctly? Your sister is named Sorrow?”

      “It’s a tad peculiar, I know. Our mother died giving birth to her, and for some reason our father insisted on commemorating that sad event by giving the poor girl that name.” Henry hated the name and the reason for it, believing that burdening an innocent child with such an ever-present reminder of tragedy was quite unfair. His sister was strawberry-blonde, pale, and as sweet and sunny as her name was dark. He’d insisted on calling her Sally since they were both children.

      “I see. It is quite a distinctive name,” Mrs. Oliver said. The wine stirred feelings in him as he attempted to keep his eyes on her face and not on the body he envisioned under that black dress. Despite his efforts, he became terribly distracted by a vision of cupping her bare, full breasts as she arched her back in pleasure.

      “Write down your address for me, Mr. Hamilton. If I do happen to travel to Baltimore, I should like to be able to notify you. Perhaps we could meet again.” The abrupt request jarred Henry. Had the woman sensed what he was thinking?

      She indicated a desk in the corner, with notepaper and a pen set out. He wrote out his address and then, on an impulse, “Looking forward to hearing from you.” He hoped that would help to keep him in her mind after he’d departed for home.

      “Would you like to meet my daughter?” she said.

      Her question felt like another bucket of ice water thrown over his imaginings. A daughter? Henry supposed that this only made sense, although he wondered how on earth he would fit Mrs. Oliver’s peculiar brother and a daughter into the plan he’d concocted for gaining her affections. Having to win over three people sounded far more daunting than having to win over only one.

      “Of course. I’d be delighted.” What else could he say? Perhaps her offer to introduce him to her child was a sign that she trusted him.

      And perhaps she was on the hunt for a new father figure in her daughter’s life. Maybe he and Mrs. Oliver wanted the same thing for different reasons. As she stood and turned away from him, he smiled.

      Mrs. Oliver lifted a lantern from the table and led him out of the sitting room to a door in the hallway. She paused, glancing back at him.

      “Please be careful on the steps. Lucy prefers the basement, and it’s rather dim down here.”

      Lucy? What sort of a child—and a girl, at that—liked to linger in dark, dank basements? And why didn’t Mrs. Oliver just call the child upstairs?

      He trailed his fingers along the damp wall as they descended, following the beam of Mrs. Oliver’s lantern. The smell of salt water grew heavier, and once again Henry caught that unpleasant odor he’d smelled in the air back by the tavern. It made him think of a tide that washed up dead things to rot in the sun.

      Icy fingers played along his spine, and for a fleeting moment he thought about excusing himself. But he needed to make a good impression on Mrs. Oliver. Her money was bound to be useful to him one way or another, whether he persuaded her to invest in the renovation of Tidepool or to marry him.

      And he dearly wished to impress his father with his ability to find wealthy associates.

      They crossed the basement in the circle of light provided by the lantern, and reached another door that Henry could barely see in the darkness. Mrs. Oliver raised a small white hand and knocked.

      “Lucy? There’s a gentleman here who’d like to meet you,” she called as she opened the door.

      Footsteps, quick and sounding oddly moist, approached them. Henry craned his neck to see in the gloom.

      Lucy stepped into the light and Henry Hamilton’s stomach turned ice cold.

      Dear God, that is no child! What in the Hell—

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          SORROW

        

      

    

    
      Sorrow Hamilton

      October 1913

      

      Winslow Hamilton absolutely forbade his daughter Sorrow to travel in search of her missing brother. She stood in front of the elaborate oak desk in his study, her hands clasped in front of her, feeling like a naughty student being called on the carpet. The odor of stale pipe smoke—a smell she had grown to detest—hung heavy in the air of the study.

      “It is unsafe for young ladies to travel alone, Sorrow,” he said, frowning and folding his arms over his chest. “And unseemly.”

      I’m 21, for God’s sake, Sorrow thought but did not dare say. He can’t stop me if I want to go.

      “But that isn’t true. Betsy Mueller travels solo all the time and has come to no trouble.” She studied the neat piles of paper arranged on Winslow’s desk, digging her fingernails into her palms and trying to hold back her rising temper.

      “Bully for Betsy Mueller. She is not my daughter. You are.”

      Sorrow had known this would be difficult. Winslow had very firm ideas on what young ladies could and could not do, and his “could not” list was considerably longer and included many of the things that most interested Sorrow—things such as traveling on one’s own, without a relative or another companion.

      She sometimes considered it a small miracle that Winslow had allowed her to attend college. His belief in the importance of education overrode his idea that Sorrow was best kept at home until a suitable husband swept her off her feet. Women were likely to get the vote before much longer, Winslow said, and an educated voter was a better bet for the future of the United States.

      But this was about Henry. Her father couldn’t expect her to just sit in the house while her brother was still missing.

      “I must know what’s happened to Hal. It’s been over two weeks. He wouldn’t simply vanish like this with no word to us.”

      Winslow fixed her with a glare. Sorrow often thought that Winslow’s steel-gray eyes and matching hair suited his personality perfectly. He had all the warmth of a slab of granite as he stared up at her.

      “I know that perfectly well. And I am as concerned as you are. But what exactly do you think you’ll be able to discover in that place?”

      Sorrow raised her chin as she stared down at her father. “Whatever there is to know.”

      Winslow shook his head. “I’ve been speaking with some investigators. Those men have the knowledge and the experience to find out where he is. That is no role for you, and I won’t have you running off to God knows where trying to find him. I do not need to be searching for two missing children.”

      With that, Winslow turned from Sorrow and busied himself with some paperwork on his desk, his favored way of telling his daughter that a discussion was over. Sorrow fought the temptation to slam the door of his study as she left. Slamming doors was something else young ladies didn’t do.

      But whatever he thought, Winslow was not winning this argument.

      Henry had looked after Sorrow her whole life. While Winslow seemed to hold Sorrow responsible for her mother’s death in childbirth and kept a chilly, reserved distance, Henry made sure she was washed, well dressed, and entertained. In the school yard, he’d fight any children who made fun of her name. He helped her with her schoolwork and listened to her confidences.

      When she was old enough to understand why she’d been named Sorrow, Henry reassured her that their mother’s sad fate was in no way her fault, and he bore her no grudge.

      Sorrow considered her brother the only true parental figure of her life, and her best friend as well. If she had dropped out of contact for over two weeks while traveling, Henry would have moved Heaven and Earth to find her. This she knew as well as she knew her own name.

      And she would do no less for him, whether Father liked it or not. No detectives knew Henry the way she did. She’d be able to think like her brother, to imagine what he might have been drawn to that could account for his silence now.

      The last she had heard from Henry was a short letter to her and Winslow, telling them that he had arrived in Tidepool. “Not sure what on earth Charlie sees in this place. Shabby. Smells like a load of dead fish. Looking forward to leaving.”

      He wasn’t on the steamer back to Baltimore on the day he’d arranged for Sorrow to meet him at the pier, and he sent along no explanation for his absence. None of his friends or colleagues had heard anything from him, and as the days rolled on without any word, his silence grew more ominous.

      Henry had been known to extend a trip by a few days if he met interesting people to travel with, or if he had been particularly taken with a place. But try as she might, Sorrow could come up with no situation in which Henry would have stretched out his trip so long without getting word to them. Perhaps he’d sent them a message that had gotten lost somewhere along the line. Perhaps he’d walk into the house any day now wondering what the fuss was.

      Sorrow could no longer stand the suspense.

      Since Tidepool was the last place where Sorrow had received any news from Henry, Tidepool was where she would start looking for him. Maybe someone there had learned of whatever plans he might have had. Why Henry might tell this mysterious someone his plans without notifying his own family, Sorrow didn’t know.

      But she intended to find out.
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      The next day, as soon as Winslow departed for his office, Sorrow slipped into Hal’s bedroom, which was beginning to feel colder and emptier as the days passed without his return. His chair sat pushed back from his desk and turned towards the door, as if he’d jumped up to greet someone with great eagerness. Sorrow couldn’t bring herself to put the chair back in its proper place, and so she remained standing.

      A map of Maryland sat unfolded over his desk. Tidepool, such a small dot on the map that Sorrow had to strain her eyes to see it, looked to be a brief, straightforward buggy ride from Ocean City. If she took the 6:15 am boat to Claiborne and made the connection to the train to Ocean City, she could potentially be in Tidepool by late afternoon.

      She folded the map up and took it from her brother’s room.

      The following morning, well before the sun rose, Sorrow edged out of bed, got dressed as quietly as she could manage, and left a note by her father’s place setting in the dining room.

      

      “Dearest Father:

      Please don’t be angry. I am going to Tidepool. And I shall not leave until I get answers to at least some of my questions about Hal. I will keep you informed of anything I learn. I’m sure you will understand that I simply cannot rest until I have some clue as to where he might be now.”

      

      Despite her conciliatory words, Sorrow doubted very much that Winslow would understand her actions. She held her breath and took slow, careful steps as she eased her small suitcase down the stairs and out of the house. She hurried to Pier 8 at Light Street and tried to blend into the waiting crowd, her hat pulled low over her head. She hoped that it was still dark enough that spotting her in the throng of travelers would be difficult.

      Especially if Father decided to rise early today of all days and found her note.

      After all the passengers had boarded the steamer and it began its roll out of the harbor, Sorrow turned her back on the pier. She feared she might see Winslow running along the docks, his red face contorted in fury as he pursued her, intending to leap onto the boat and drag his daughter back to land.

      But as the steamer picked up speed and Baltimore’s tall buildings gave way to rolling farmlands and water under a rising sun, her fear of Winslow abated and she smiled. She had done it. She was traveling alone for the first time in her life. Something inside her soared, even if the reason for her trip troubled her deeply.

      I’m coming, Hal. Please be there. Please be all right.

      As Sorrow glanced at the other passengers on the steamer, her fingers drifted up to her hat and she began fiddling with the hatpin she’d used to secure it. The pin, which had belonged to her late mother, had an opal set at its top, and the gem caught the sun’s rays and gave off bursts of color that always captivated Sorrow. As a child, she’d believed the opal must have magical powers to produce such beautiful hues.

      But for this journey, Sorrow was more interested in the rest of the pin. Any mashers who attempted any sort of indecent liberties with her were going to get a big, extremely painful surprise. Baltimore had recently enacted a ban on hatpins long enough to deal out damage to a potential attacker, and Mother’s hatpin violated that ban by several inches. But getting in trouble for using it was a risk Sorrow was willing to take if it meant fending off unwanted attention.

      She made her connection to the train in Claiborne without incident. But by the time she reached Ocean City in the early afternoon, the long day of travel had started to tire her. As she watched people heading to the boardwalk, she pondered spending a night in Ocean City. Perhaps she could take a room somewhere, have a fine dinner, and head for Tidepool first thing in the morning, fully refreshed.

      But she knew she’d spend that night worrying about Henry. What if he’d come to some kind of trouble while in Tidepool? Her need to find him, or at least a clue to his whereabouts, won out over her weariness.

      She had to rent a horse and buggy for the last part of the trip. After consulting Henry’s map one last time, Sorrow left Ocean City. After traveling down a dirt road that wound through trees and stretches of grass, she arrived in Tidepool late that Tuesday afternoon.

      She knew that Henry must have taken a room at Cooper’s Inn and Tavern, as there was nowhere else for a traveler to stay in Tidepool according to Henry’s colleague and friend Charlie Sherman. The stable workers directed her to the place.

      “Excuse me.” She stopped one of the workers, an older black man with a long, wrinkled face.

      “My brother came here a couple of weeks ago. Tall fellow? Blond hair? Nicely dressed?”

      The stable hand stared at her without responding. She tried again.

      “Henry Hamilton? He came from Baltimore. Do you remember seeing anyone like that here? Did he perhaps say where he was going after leaving this place?”

      The man regarded her for another moment and then shook his head.

      “Can’t recall, miss. Lots of people come through here.” He turned away without meeting her eye.

      She was left to carry her suitcase alone. As she made her way towards the inn, she found the stable worker’s claim about lots of people coming through Tidepool rather difficult to believe. She passed very few people on the streets compared to what she might see on an average stroll around Baltimore, and everything looked as shabby as Henry had said in his brief note.

      As Sorrow passed a cemetery on her way to Cooper’s, her eyes were drawn to a hand painted sign stuck in the ground close to the gates. The wood bore a stark message painted in square black letters:

      If ye give not willingly, the Lords will rise.

      Whatever on earth that meant and whoever the Lords were, the graveyard looked positively vast for such a small town, and Sorrow shuddered.

      The odors of salty air and fish breezed past her as she headed down the main street, which was still dirt rather than pavement. Shopkeepers emerged from weathered storefronts to eye her as she passed. Her purple silk dress was a veritable riot of color in this small, drab place. She wanted to shrink inside herself.

      I was so adamant about traveling by myself. And for this?

      Charlie Sherman had made the place sound positively delightful, a small gem on the shore just waiting to be discovered. Of course, he had a way of making anything sound delightful, at least to Sorrow’s ears. She remembered his hazel eyes widening with enthusiasm as he spoke to her about his plans for the place, and her face grew slightly warm.

      She shook her head as if that could clear Charlie out of it. Now wasn’t the time to indulge in silly daydreams.

      Snatches of the song “Keep Away From the Fellow Who Owns an Automobile” ran through her head as she surveyed the street ahead of her. Nobody in Tidepool appeared to need such a warning. Horses stood tied up outside of buildings and houses, and an occasional bicycle was propped up against a wall, but she didn’t see a single auto.

      Sorrow finally spotted the inn at the end of Water Street, much to her relief. She was weary from her journey and her case felt heavier with every step.

      The inn was a largish brick building attached to the tavern. Nobody sat in the splintery-looking rocking chair on the faded porch, and some of the floorboards looked so rotted that Sorrow worried about putting a foot through them. A weathered sign reading “COOPER’S INN & TAVERN” hung over the front door. Sorrow dusted off her dress and stepped inside.

      A short, thin, tired-looking older man with watery blue eyes greeted her almost at once.

      “May I help you?” he asked.

      “Yes, please. I would like a room here, if one is available.”

      The man’s eyes narrowed.

      “Is anyone with you?”

      “No, sir.”

      He frowned. “Not really used to giving rooms to ladies traveling alone, miss.”

      Perhaps she should have expected this. She wasn’t sure what to say.

      “Well, I was hoping you could help me. I am looking for my brother. He stayed here a couple of weeks ago.”

      The man looked even more confused—and suspicious—now.

      “Who’s your brother, then?”

      “Henry Hamilton. From Baltimore. As am I.”

      The man blinked.

      “No rooms to let tonight. We’re full,” he said at once.

      “We certainly are not,” said a female voice. An older black woman in a plain, sack-like brown dress that showed signs of being mended several times over appeared behind him.

      He turned on her sharply. “We rented out the last room just an hour ago, Naomi.”

      Naomi shook her head and turned to Sorrow.

      “Would you please excuse us for a minute, miss?”

      “Of course.”

      As the woman grabbed the man’s elbow and hauled him to an adjoining room, Sorrow considered turning back, getting the horse and buggy from the stables, and heading out of Tidepool. Something about the large cemetery and the stares of the townspeople already had her on edge, and her reception here was hardly improving things.

      Angry whispers sounded from the other room.

      “Balt, we can’t just turn the girl out. There’s nowhere for her to go.”

      She didn’t catch Balt’s response, but it sounded no less heated.

      Sorrow sensed that she was being watched. She had a view of the interior of Cooper’s Tavern from where she stood, and indeed some of the Tidepool locals gathered around the bar were looking at her with curiosity, or perhaps something less benign. A grimy fellow with a flushed face leered at her through greasy-looking lips and she turned away in disgust, thinking of her hatpin. The odor of cooking fish that wafted from the tavern and permeated the room made her feel slightly ill.

      The angry whispers continued rapid-fire in the other room for a moment, and Balt came out looking tense.

      “I beg your pardon. My wife tells me that we do indeed have one room left.”

      His wife? Sorrow knew that wasn’t legal, but she held her tongue. She had no wish to antagonize the people she was counting on to help her find her brother.

      “Thank you. I’ll take it, please.”

      Balt led her to a small room with a desk and a register and asked for her information.

      “My name is Sorrow Hamilton.”

      He looked up at her and blinked. “Sorrow?”

      Truth be told, Sorrow liked her name. She had always thought the word itself, divorced from its dark connotations, was rather lovely, and it set her apart from the endless Marys and Annas and Margarets who populated her everyday life.

      But on some days she cursed her father for giving her a name that invariably provoked raised eyebrows and incredulous comments, and this was one of those days.

      “Yes. Sorrow. Like the word for ‘grief.’”

      Balt stared at her for another moment and blinked those watery eyes before going back to his ledger.

      Something at the back of Sorrow’s neck prickled. She turned and glanced towards the entrance of the inn, hoping she hadn’t caught the attention of the leering fellow again.

      A woman dressed in elaborate black clothing far fancier than anything Sorrow had seen on the other townspeople stood by the inner entrance to the tavern and stared at her. Even in the somewhat dim light, Sorrow could see the woman’s pale face clearly. Her intense dark eyes made Sorrow even more uncomfortable.

      When Sorrow turned away, she saw that Balt too was staring at the woman. He looked as unnerved as Sorrow felt.

      Balt finally returned his attention to Sorrow and finished taking her information and her room payment. Naomi emerged from behind him and handed Sorrow a key.

      “Your room is upstairs. Third door on the right. If you’re hungry, we serve supper until eight, though we could provide you a little something later if we’re around.”

      “Thank you… I didn’t catch your name?” She’d overheard it, but felt that formal introductions were more polite.

      The woman gave her a smile that softened her stern face.

      “I’m Naomi Cooper. And this is my husband Balthazar, but we call him Balt for short. If you need anything, please do find one of us and ask.”

      Naomi seemed far more personable than her husband, and Sorrow resolved to start the questioning about Henry with Naomi.

      But first, she wanted to get settled in her hard-won room. When nobody offered to help her with her case, she lifted it and trudged up the creaking wooden stairs.

      If there really were people staying in all the other rooms, Sorrow couldn’t see or hear any sign of them. The doors were all shut, and the rooms themselves appeared dark and silent.

      Her room was spartan. A narrow bed with a threadbare quilt occupied one wall. A chair, a desk with a small lamp on it, a pale wooden wardrobe, and a cracked mirror were the only other adornments. The walls might have been painted sky blue once upon a time, but the color had faded to a deathlike bluish gray. She caught a whiff of mildew as she pulled back the yellowed lace curtains to look at the ocean. At least the view of the water was somewhat appealing.

      Sorrow removed her hat and gloves and sat in the hard, uncomfortable chair. She had brought stationery with her; the least she could do was let her father know that she was all right. She wasn’t entirely certain that news of her safe arrival would mitigate his fury at being disobeyed, but nonetheless she dashed off a brief, very apologetic note.

      With that, she freshened up a bit and left the room, intending to take a small walk around Tidepool before supper.

      As she headed down the steps, Balt and Naomi’s heated voices drifted up to her.

      “I’m telling you, Mrs. Oliver shouldn’t ever have gone near that man. Whatever could she have been thinking?” Balt said. That sounded quite scandalous.

      “You want to be the one to tell her that? Whatever happened there, it’s over now, Balt, and there’s nothing to be done about it.”

      Their voices broke off as they heard Sorrow’s footsteps on the stairs. Balt came out to the parlor and nodded.

      “May I help you with anything, Miss Hamilton?”

      Had he known she was eavesdropping? “No thank you, Mr. Cooper. I was going to take a quick walk. I’ve been sitting for most of the day.”

      “I see.”

      She couldn’t resist tweaking the man slightly.

      “It’s very quiet upstairs. Are all the other occupants out?”

      Balt’s face flushed pink and he glanced away from Sorrow.

      “Well, they’re fishermen, mostly, traveling from other places. Probably still out on the water. They get up very early in the morning.” Balt finally raised his head and looked at her again. “Unless you too are an early riser, it’s unlikely you’ll see them at all.”

      Sorrow sensed that it was highly unlikely she’d see anyone else in those rooms no matter when she awoke. She left the inn, wondering why Balt Cooper would persist in such an obvious lie.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          MRS. OLIVER’S CHAIR

        

      

    

    
      After finding a post office box and slipping the letter to Father inside, Sorrow walked along Tidepool’s streets, noticing that most of the small shops were closed now. Henry couldn’t possibly have stayed here for more than a day or two. He could only amuse himself for so long in that tavern, and he’d have gone utterly mad from boredom. Small wonder that Cooper’s Inn had been the busiest place she saw here; there seemed to be nothing else to do in Tidepool. Did the residents go elsewhere for entertainment? She hadn’t noticed anyone heading out of the town on her ride from Ocean City, and the bicycles she passed as she walked up the street were little more than corroded metal frames chained to worn posts.

      Perhaps she had become too spoiled by the cultural activities in Baltimore. She and a friend had seen the motion picture Tess of the d’Urbervilles at the Auditorium just last month, and Mr. Henry Walters’s remarkable art gallery had opened a few years prior on Charles Street.

      Sorrow doubted she would find anything like that here.

      The long hill that led up and out of town caught Sorrow’s eye. That thing probably turned into quite the mudslide whenever it rained, she mused, hoping she wouldn’t be in the town long enough to find out if she were right.

      She heard little noise except for the sounds of the nearby ocean. Sorrow had always liked the water; she and Henry often walked from their home to the harbor to take in the view of the Patapsco River as the sun set. She hadn’t been to the ocean since a brief trip to Chesapeake Beach in Maryland when she was fifteen. The property development that had begun to turn that small town into an attractive shoreside destination had given her father ideas, and he eventually set his sights on Tidepool.

      Father certainly had his work cut out for him with this place.

      Sorrow followed the sound of the waves breaking until she found a narrow wooden boardwalk that led to a sandy beach. A few fishermen worked out on the water, calling to each other and laughing. Gulls soared overhead, their cries echoing over the water.

      A cold breeze washed over her, and she wrapped her arms around herself. Even for chilly autumn sea air, the wind had an unusual bite this afternoon.

      The beach looked perfectly normal. Almost dull.

      Then why did she feel so uneasy as she looked out over the water? Something made the hair on her arms stand up as the waves rolled in, and the feeling only increased as she sat there. She had eaten very little that day; perhaps hunger, on top of the long day of travel, was getting to her.

      She resolved that she was not going to stay in Tidepool any longer than was necessary. She’d find out whatever she could about Henry, and then she’d leave. Facing her sure-to-be furious father at home suddenly seemed far less alarming than anything she might encounter here.
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      Sorrow returned to Cooper’s Inn and welcomed the warmth as she entered the tavern. A roar of laughter from someone in the crowded, bustling room greeted her, as did the smells of fish, coffee, and a log fire. The patrons all sported the faded, threadbare clothes that seemed to be the uniform of everyone in the town. Once again, heads swiveled and glances swept over her with interest that didn’t strike her as entirely friendly as she looked for either of the Coopers.

      At the bar, Naomi Cooper spoke to a heavy, balding older man as she poured drinks. Sorrow waited until Naomi turned in her direction and requested dinner.

      Naomi nodded, sweeping the back of her hand over her moist forehead. “Seat yourself wherever you can find a spot, and I’ll bring you the menu.”

      Sorrow glanced around the busy room. Most of the rickety tables were already occupied by groups of people, but a lone velvet armchair and round wooden table sat close to the fireplace. The armchair looked very elegant—and distinctly out of place—in the tavern, and the spot by the fire appeared soothing and inviting after the chill that had settled into Sorrow’s bones out on the beach.

      As she was about to claim the armchair, someone behind her spoke.

      “Can’t sit there, miss.”

      “I beg your pardon?” She turned around. A very nervous-looking older man with a sweaty, flushed face addressed her, keeping his eyes on the floor as he spoke.

      “That’s Mrs. Ada Oliver’s spot. The Coopers keep it open for her. Mrs. Oliver won’t like it if she finds someone else sitting there.”

      Sorrow bit back irritation. It hardly seemed fair that this Mrs. Oliver should be able to monopolize a choice spot when she wasn’t even at the tavern.

      “I will be more than happy to move if this Mrs. Oliver should arrive,” Sorrow said. This didn’t appear to mollify him or the other tavern patrons who had turned to watch this exchange.

      “It’s best if you don’t sit there at all, miss.”

      Conversations broke off and the other customers stared at Sorrow with tense expressions. Naomi Cooper glared at her from behind the bar. Sorrow’s evening would clearly be less than peaceful if she stood her ground.

      When in Rome, do as the Romans do, Henry liked saying. Sorrow found the whole thing perfectly ridiculous. But maybe it was unwise to start a fight with the people who might be able to help her track down her brother.

      “My apologies.” She glanced around and noticed another empty table by a window at the far end of the tavern. She moved away from the fireplace, settled into the chillier and much less inviting seat, and gazed out the grimy window at the quiet Tidepool evening. The other patrons turned away and the chatter in the bar resumed. All’s right with the world, Sorrow thought, rolling her eyes.

      Naomi brought a handwritten sheet of paper listing the food options, and Sorrow sighed. It had been her lifelong curse to live in a city by the water and detest the taste of fish. Even the sight of them in the markets bothered her; she couldn’t understand how anyone found those glassy, cloudy eyes or gaping dead mouths appetizing. She wasn’t especially fond of beef stew either, but it was the only non-fish option on the menu.

      She wanted to ask Naomi about her brother, but the older woman bustled away from the table as soon as Sorrow was finished placing her order. Naomi rarely stopped moving. She carried things in and out from the kitchen, or refilled glasses, or collected used plates, or exchanged banter with patrons.

      Was Sorrow imagining it, or was Naomi avoiding coming near Sorrow’s table whenever possible?

      The glances from other customers had mostly stopped after her gaffe with Mrs. Oliver’s seat, although she still attracted the occasional look from younger men. Sorrow had never been one to command much attention back in Baltimore, and the stares and glances made her shrink into her chair.

      Perhaps there are fewer young women to look at here. She certainly hadn’t seen many, either at Cooper’s or elsewhere in the town.

      Naomi brought out a bowl of stew and a thick slice of brown bread, depositing the meal quickly and hurrying away. Only Sorrow’s hunger made the tough, salty beef palatable. She used the dry bread to sop up the watery remains of the stew.

      The tavern patrons grew quite loud as Naomi poured glass after glass of ale and spirits. The swinging door leading to the kitchen made an irritating squeal every time one of the Coopers passed through it; the noise began to make Sorrow’s head ache. The glances in her direction were becoming more frequent, and she feared that one of the Tidepool locals might invite himself to her table if she remained here alone much longer. She had no wish for such company.

      Ask her, she told herself. Ask Mrs. Cooper what she might know about Hal, and then turn in. And tomorrow, we see about getting the hell out of this place.

      Naomi approached Sorrow’s table and asked “Anything else for you, miss?” as she collected Sorrow’s empty dish.

      “Perhaps a glass of sherry. But Mrs. Cooper? I have some questions about my brother Henry, if you’ve got time to talk.”

      Naomi swept an arm around the very busy room, smirking.

      “Time to talk? Not tonight, Miss Hamilton. All these folks keep me very busy, as you can see.”

      Sorrow wasn’t amused. Yes, it was indeed quite busy in here, but she’d noticed the woman taking the time to engage in chats with other patrons at the bar. Why would Naomi have no time for her?

      “But perhaps we can plan something else,” Naomi said, as if she could sense Sorrow’s irritation. “Come down for breakfast tomorrow morning, miss. It’s quieter here then. I’m not sure what I can tell you, but I should have more time to answer whatever questions you’ve got.”

      “I’ll do that.” And you’d better, as well. “Thank you.”

      Naomi left the table and returned with a small wineglass of amber sherry. Sorrow sipped it quietly. She didn’t really want the sherry, but she’d always had trouble sleeping in strange places and hoped the drink might help. The liquid burned slightly as it slipped down her throat, and she felt warmer until the memory of her unease on the beach came back to her.

      She rubbed her forehead. This odd little town had to be getting to her.

      A slight hush fell over the tavern. The conversations didn’t stop, not entirely, but people grew noticeably quieter. Even the kitchen noise died down for a moment. Sorrow glanced up to see what was happening, and she felt quite cold again.

      That woman in black, the one she’d seen in the tavern shortly after her arrival, moved through the crowd. She didn’t have to do much to make way for herself, Sorrow noted; other patrons pushed their chairs out of her path or stepped back so she could pass freely. But while people made sure they weren’t in the woman’s way, nobody spoke to her. Nor did she acknowledge anyone as she passed.

      And as Sorrow watched, the woman settled herself into the velvet armchair by the fire. This time, nobody leaned over to admonish her.

      Well, then. The woman in black was Mrs. Ada Oliver.

      Mrs. Oliver sat in her armchair and gazed at the fire, taking an occasional sip from the glass of red wine Balt brought to her. The other people in the tavern stole quick glances, but nobody other than the Coopers interacted with her. Sorrow confirmed her initial impression that Mrs. Oliver’s black silk dress was far more elaborate than the clothing she had seen on any of the Tidepool locals, but it also struck Sorrow as being somewhat out of fashion. Perhaps by a decade or two, at that. Odd.

      As if Mrs. Oliver sensed Sorrow’s gaze, she turned and fixed Sorrow with her dark eyes until the younger woman blushed and turned away. She hadn’t meant to stare, but she couldn’t help but be curious. What was it about Mrs. Oliver that made the rest of Tidepool so deferential?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          MISTER NO NAME

        

      

    

    
      Sorrow expected to get little rest at Cooper’s Inn, and she was unsurprised to be correct. Tavern patrons continued talking, drinking, arguing, and laughing until well after midnight, and the thin walls of Cooper’s did very little to muffle the noise. The kitchen door continued to make its unpleasant high-pitched squeal every time one of the Coopers bustled through it, and Sorrow thought the piercing sound might actually be getting louder as the night progressed. Had nobody ever heard of oiling a damned hinge in this town?

      Sorrow, who had trouble sleeping in strange places at the best of times, could not get comfortable in the hard and narrow bed. She tried several different positions; none offered relief. A persistent vision of her spacious and cozy four-poster bed back at home tormented her.

      I’ll be back there soon enough, she told herself. Possibly tomorrow night if I can leave after talking to Mrs. Cooper. Facing Father can’t be any worse than spending another night in this dreadful place.

      Sorrow slipped out of bed and cracked the window open slightly in the hopes that the rhythmic sounds of the ocean might soothe her. As she settled down on the hard mattress and closed her eyes, she heard voices. Whispers. Murmurs. Low, sibilant sounds that made her think of hissing.

      Her pulse quickened as she got up again. She looked out the window but saw nobody on the small, dark sliver of beach visible from her room. Moonlight shimmered off the black ocean as the voices continued.

      And then she saw two people passing down the stretch of sand. Both appeared female, and both sported elaborate dark dresses. Although the women’s features were impossible to make out in the darkness, Sorrow had seen only one person in Tidepool in such fancy clothing.

      Was Mrs. Ada Oliver always in the habit of taking walks on the beach in the dead of night? And who was her companion?
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      Sorrow dropped off into an uneasy sleep soon after that, and it seemed like only moments later when the sun rose. Her head felt filled with fog as she laid out her clothing for the day and washed up as best as she could in the small bathroom down the hall from her room. The other five rooms remained completely silent.

      Well. All those other guests must be up and about already, Sorrow thought, shaking her head.

      Down in the tavern, Naomi sat at a table in front of piles of silverware; only a few other tables were occupied this morning. She glanced up at Sorrow and nodded.

      “Something to eat, Miss Hamilton?”

      “Yes please, Mrs. Cooper. And perhaps, if you’ve the time now, we can speak about my brother.”

      Naomi’s dark eyes shifted left for a moment before she answered. “We’ve got fish, eggs, toast, and bacon. And coffee.”

      “Just toast and eggs. And coffee, please.” Especially the coffee, Sorrow thought. She felt wrung out and wrong-footed from her troubled sleep.

      Naomi disappeared through the squealing door into the kitchen, and Sorrow’s irritation rose again. She’d wanted to ask about Hal straightaways. She eyed Mrs. Oliver’s precious armchair and thought about sitting in it, as that seemed to be the one sure way to get anyone here to talk to her.

      As she settled down in a seat by the window, Balt Cooper walked into the tavern. When he spotted Sorrow at her table, he looked as if he wished to turn around and leave again.

      “Good morning, Mr. Cooper,” Sorrow said, trying to keep her tone pleasant.

      “Er. Hullo, Miss Hamilton.” Balt’s watery gaze darted around the room, as if he could find some escape from Sorrow if only he looked hard enough.

      Why are these people so reluctant to talk about Hal?

      “Mr. Cooper, I know my brother stayed here. As a visitor to the town, he would have had nowhere else to stay, correct?”

      “Who’s your brother again?” Balt still wouldn’t meet her eyes.

      She sighed, no longer trying to maintain an air of patience. “Mr. Henry Hamilton. Of Baltimore.”

      “Sorry, Miss. It’s just… we get a lot of folks here.”

      “I can see that,” Sorrow said, not bothering to hide her sarcasm as she looked around the near-empty tavern. At that point, Naomi emerged and rescued her dissembling husband.

      “I’m sorry, Miss Hamilton,” she said as she put a plate of food and a small pot of coffee in front of Sorrow. “But the truth of the matter is that neither Balt nor I have much to share. Your brother stayed here for two nights and then left us.”

      “Did he mention anything about going anywhere else when he left?”

      “No, miss,” Naomi said.

      “I saw him leave here with Mrs. Ada Oliver one night,” Balt volunteered. Naomi’s eyes widened. “He might have said something to her.”

      “Mrs. Oliver?” Sorrow couldn’t imagine her brother wanting much to do with that odd, intimidating woman.

      Balt flushed red, looking away from her. “At least I think it was her.”

      Sorrow wondered how he could possibly be unsure. Was there anyone else in this town who looked remotely like her? Sorrow thought of the woman she’d seen on the beach with Mrs. Oliver the night before.

      “Does Mrs. Oliver have any companions she spends time with?” The question sounded rather awkward, and Naomi and Balt traded strange looks.

      “Not really,” he said. “The lady keeps to herself, mostly. There’s her brother she lives with, but he’s a shy one. Doesn’t come out of their house much at all if he can help it.”

      “So you were expecting your brother right home when he left Tidepool?” Naomi practically talked over Balt.

      “Yes. He never arrived in Baltimore.”

      “You sure he didn’t just head over to Ocean City to stay for a bit?” Balt said. “People like it over there.”

      “Mr. Cooper, he might well have decided to stop in another town. But he most certainly would not have done so without letting his family know,” Sorrow said, her voice etched in acid. “He’d never want to worry us.”

      The Coopers glanced at each other.

      “This must be very frustrating for you, miss,” Naomi said, a gentle and placatory tone to her voice. “If I had any information that I thought could help you, I’d gladly give it.”

      Something in the way the Coopers wouldn’t meet her eyes told Sorrow she was being lied to. Balt studied the dirty wooden floor of the tavern, and Naomi appeared to find the ship’s wheel on the wall behind Sorrow’s head quite fascinating.

      He came to some kind of trouble, she thought. Did somebody rob him? Kill him? Both?

      Oh, Hal. Why did you ever come here?

      When the Coopers saw that Sorrow had no more questions, they excused themselves and bustled back into the kitchen. Sorrow ate some of the dreadful breakfast of rubbery eggs and burnt toast, both of which tasted slightly of fish, and drank the bitter coffee.

      What to do next? If the rest of the townspeople were as unhelpful as the Coopers, she was wasting time here.

      And yet she believed if she could figure out how to find the right person and ask them the right questions, somebody might slip up and tell her something useful.

      She decided to head back to the beach. Looking at bodies of water had always helped Sorrow to focus; she had spent many thoughtful hours staring out at the Patapsco while mulling over her problems.

      The air outside felt heavy and damp as Sorrow made her way back down to the beach. Gulls cried to each other as the waves rolled in. Fishermen dotted the shoreline again this morning, intent on their work, but another person on the beach captured Sorrow’s attention almost at once.

      A young man in a loose white shirt, rumpled brown pants, and heavy glasses with dark frames moved back and forth between the water and a spot he’d made for himself in the sand. He carried empty jars to the ocean, filled them as the tide swept in around the pant cuffs that he had made no effort to roll up, capped the jars, and brought them back to his spot. He’d already amassed quite a collection of ocean water.

      Sorrow forgot about the Coopers for a moment as she watched the odd young man. The sea breeze whipped his longish black hair around his face as he darted back and forth on long, thin, almost storklike legs.

      She knew she should leave it be, but curiosity got the best of her, as it often did. She stepped off the boardwalk and approached him.

      “Excuse me, sir. If you don’t mind me asking, what are you doing there?”

      The young man, who had been kneeling over his jar collection, looked up at her, startled. He was ghastly pale, and Sorrow wondered how he wasn’t red as a lobster from the sun’s bright rays.

      “You don’t live here,” he said at once. “I’d know you.”

      From any other young man, such a line might well have sounded flirtatious. But Sorrow sensed that the young man didn’t mean it that way. There was nothing coy in the way he looked up at her. He appeared curious, and perhaps even slightly frightened of her.

      “No, sir. I’m only visiting. I apologize if I bothered you, but I found myself quite curious about your work. What are the jars of water for?”

      The young man stared down at the sand. His white skin turned pink as Sorrow watched.

      “They’re for my niece.” He spoke so softly that Sorrow barely heard him, and he wouldn’t meet her eye. It was as if she’d caught him doing something shameful.

      “Your niece?”

      “The water’s good for her skin.” He continued to blush at the sand.

      “Well, that isn’t so odd. Some of the girls I know try all sorts of things on their skin,” Sorrow said, trying to defuse the awkward moment.

      The young man glanced up.

      “Who are you?” He looked suspicious.

      She smiled. “My name is Sorrow Hamilton.” At the sound of her name, the young man’s eyebrows raised in surprise.

      “Yes, I know. I’m afraid it’s a rather sad name. My father had the morbs when he stuck me with it.”

      “It’s very dark,” the young man said. “But you look like light.”

      And now Sorrow felt her own cheeks growing warm. “Thank you. I think.” She wasn’t entirely sure if he’d meant that as a compliment. He pushed up his glasses and stared at her as if he weren’t sure either. He had the saddest downturned eyes Sorrow had ever seen, and something in her heart shifted slightly.

      “I’ve heard your name before,” he said.

      “I do hope you’re joking. Surely nobody else would give a child such a depressing name to carry around.”

      “Why did you get it, then?”

      “My mother died giving birth to me.” Sorrow spoke in a hushed tone. “The name was my father’s idea.” He never wanted me to forget that my birth brought such tragedy with it.

      The young man continued staring at Sorrow as the ocean breeze blew his dark hair around. She still couldn’t tell what he was thinking, or what he thought of her.

      “I don’t remember my mother,” he said at last.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Why? It’s not your fault.”

      “Well, no, of course it isn’t.” The young man left her feeling quite discomfited. “But that’s a sad situation, even so. You lost your mother young as well, then?”

      He looked down at the sand, holding a skinny finger to his rather prominent chin. “I think so. It’s been such a long time.”

      “I see. Do you have a name?”

      He lifted his eyes from the sand and looked at her sideways. “Yes.”

      Sorrow waited for a moment, and then laughed.

      “People in this town really won’t give any more information than they absolutely have to, will they?”

      “They’ve learned it isn’t a good idea. Especially not to outsiders.”

      For the first time since meeting the young man, Sorrow’s blood chilled.

      “That’s rather impolite, is it not? I thought we were just having a friendly chat.” The young man’s eyes widened. He didn’t appear to know what he’d just said to offend her.

      “Well, I won’t trouble you any longer, Mister No Name,” she said, wondering if she sounded playful or snippy and deciding that she didn’t care how he took it. “Good day.”

      She turned away from him and strolled down the beach until she was at the water’s edge. Out of the corner of her eye, she noted that Mister No Name had resumed collecting his jars of ocean water. For his niece? She wondered what a child could possibly want with that many jars. For that matter, why didn’t the girl just come here herself? Most children enjoyed playing on the beach.

      She resolved that she would pack her things this afternoon and then speak to the people at the stables again. Perhaps another one of the stable hands had heard something or recalled seeing Henry on his way out of town.

      And once she was done asking about Henry, she would take the buggy back to Ocean City. The sooner, the better. She’d already had more than enough of Tidepool and its odd, evasive people. She knew Winslow Hamilton’s anger awaited her back in Baltimore, but Father would simply have to understand why she had disobeyed him.

      She scanned the ocean. Normally, being near water gave Sorrow a feeling of peace. This beach did not. The odors of dead fish and decaying seaweed became nearly overwhelming as she stood by the shore, and the longer she remained there, the stranger she felt. The cool air seemed to grow heavier around her head. And although the fishermen were focused on their catch and the strange young man was quite preoccupied with his water collection project, she still felt as if she were being observed.

      Horseflies buzzed around something dark and gelatinous that sat on the wet sand at the water’s edge. Sorrow had no desire to look more closely at the mass. Her eyes swept over decaying fish, rotting driftwood, clumps of seaweed. The dark rocks leading out into the ocean looked like the stumps of blackened teeth jutting up from the water. They were covered in splatters of bird excrement and slimy green moss. Far to her left, she spotted what appeared to be an abandoned boat disintegrating in the sand over by the docks.

      Some large object tumbled in the tide, floating towards the shore. An abandoned net lay tangled near the rocks. The beach grew less and less appealing the more she studied it.

      She was about to head back to Cooper’s Inn to gather up her belongings and leave the town when her eyes fell on the large object that the tide had finally washed up.

      Was that just more random debris? The remains of a bigger fish? She moved closer to get a better look, and when her brain finally realized what her eyes were seeing, she felt dizzy. A clammy sweat washed over her, and she thought she might pass out right there on Tidepool Beach. She held a hand to her mouth to stifle a scream.

      She was looking down at the bony remains of a human torso. One skeletal arm, still attached, lay extended on the sand, as if it were reaching out to Sorrow for help.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          ALL THAT REMAINS

        

      

    

    
      Sorrow stumbled backwards, nearly tripping in the sand. Her feet felt as if the beach itself were trying to hold her back.

      She ran over to the strange young man and his jars of water.

      “Excuse me! Where’s the police station?”

      The young man’s mouth dropped open.

      “Police?”

      She tried not to shout. “A marshal. Or a sheriff. Someone in authority, please.”

      “Why? What’s the matter?”

      She took a deep breath, reminding herself that the owner of the bones she had seen was far beyond help, and shouting at strangers would accomplish nothing. “Over there. Human bones.”

      The young man looked where Sorrow pointed.

      “Are you sure? We get fish bones washing up here all the time.” He rubbed the back of his neck, avoiding her eyes.

      “Yes. I studied skeletons and musculature for an art class. That’s a human torso.”

      “Oh.” He stared at the spot for a second before looking back at her and pointing to his left. “There’s a small building up on Gull Street. If the marshal is in, that’s where he’ll be.”

      “Thank you.” Sorrow ran up the beach towards the boardwalk. As she hurried in the direction he had indicated, she heard him call something else.

      “He won’t do anything about it, you know.”

      She glanced back at him and decided she didn’t care what he said; she needed to speak to a person with something resembling authority. And after she reported what she’d found, she’d ask this marshal about Henry.

      Townspeople stared at her as she searched for the marshal’s office. Sorrow had to make two passes up and down the street before finding the tiny office, which was sandwiched in between a laundry and Swenson’s Sundries. The door was open and a portly man sporting a dark suit and a silver badge sat listlessly behind a desk.

      She hurried over to the man and tried to catch her breath.

      “Well, hello there, Miss …?” The man looked up at her quizzically. And then he glanced behind her as a shadow fell across the room.

      “Quentin? Who’s your friend here? What’s going on?”

      Quentin? Sorrow turned and saw that the strange young man from the beach had somehow caught up with her. He lurked in the doorway, and Sorrow noticed that he was quite tall and thin when he was standing up.

      Sorrow held a hand to her chest and took a deep breath.

      “There’s bones on the beach again, Marshal Lewis,” Quentin said before she could talk.

      Again?

      Marshal Lewis raised eyebrows so pale against his pink skin that Sorrow could barely see them. “Is that what the problem is, Miss…”

      “Miss Hamilton. And yes. There are human bones washed up on the beach. A torso. And an arm.”

      “Oh my.” Marshal Lewis shared a glance with Quentin. “Quite a ghastly discovery, I’d say.”

      He didn’t sound at all perturbed. Sorrow had to wonder why not.

      “Marshal Lewis, my brother was here in Tidepool a couple of weeks ago. He never returned home.”

      “I’m very sorry to hear about that, miss. And where’s home?”

      “Baltimore.”

      “Hmm.” Marshal Lewis stroked his chin as he looked at Sorrow. “And is that what brought you here?”

      “Yes.” Sorrow felt frustration building up inside her again. “His last letter came to me from this place. There’s no indication he ended up anywhere else. And now you’ve got human bones on the beach.”

      “Miss Hamilton?” The marshal looked grave now. “Are you suggesting those bones could be your brother’s?”

      “Well, I’m sure I don’t know. I can hardly tell that just by looking at them, can I? But it’s still a terrible sight. Human remains, just washing up? I thought you’d want to go have a look.”

      The marshal sighed and shook his head.

      “Miss, you do understand that there’s very little we can do about something like that, don’t you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      He spoke as if he were addressing a very stupid child. “We’ve no way of determining who those bones belong to.”

      “Why not? Surely there aren’t that many missing people here, are there?”

      Quentin made an odd sound behind her, but she ignored it. The marshal reached a pudgy hand around and rubbed the back of his neck as he spoke.

      “Young lady, the Atlantic Ocean can be a very cruel, violent place. Sailors fall overboard and drown. Boats capsize in storms. Fishermen fall in and can’t be helped to safety in time. People who can’t swim go into the water and never come out. I understand how ghastly that discovery was to you, but this is far from the first time we’ve had human remains wash up here, nor will it be the last.”

      As had been the case with just about everyone else she’d encountered in Tidepool, Marshal Lewis couldn’t quite look Sorrow in the eye as he spoke to her. His gaze darted around the small, stuffy office, as if he were searching for a way out of the place.

      “I am very sorry about your brother, Miss Hamilton. If you give me a general description of him I’d be happy to ask around, see if anyone here saw him or knows where he might have gone when he left our town. But you shouldn’t trouble yourself about those bones. I’m sorry you’ve made such a macabre discovery in our fine town, but there’s little to be done about it.”

      Fine town, my foot. Sorrow could barely bring herself to speak. Her brother was missing, remains had just washed up in the small town where he’d last been seen — and nobody cared. Not even the people who she’d thought were supposed to care.

      “Miss? Will you be staying in Tidepool much longer?” Marshal Lewis looked at her with an expression that indicated Sorrow would be wise to answer No.

      “There… there are a few other people I wish to speak to. And then I will be on my way.”

      “Very well. Why don’t you write down your home address for me? I will ask around about your brother and let you know at once about anything I learn.”

      “You haven’t even asked me his name.”

      “Of course. Write that down as well, please.” He opened a drawer and then pushed a blank piece of paper and a pencil towards her.

      Sorrow fought the temptation to fling the pencil in the marshal’s face. She doubted the useless man would even bother to shift himself from behind his desk to inquire about Henry.

      But she also felt that making an enemy of one of the town’s few authority figures might be unwise. She shook her head and wrote down her information, as well as a physical description of Henry.

      “Thank you, Miss… Sorrow?” Marshal Lewis stared at her. She nodded curtly, not wishing to have yet another discussion about her peculiar name.

      “All right, then. I will be sure to let you know about anything I hear.”

      “Thank you.” She forced herself to be civil as she left the small building. Quentin still lingered outside.

      “I told you he wouldn’t do anything,” he said, sounding sad rather than smug.

      “Why did you follow me, Quentin?”

      “Because you’re nice.” He spoke with a complete lack of guile. The young man said more flattering things to her than any fellow who’d ever courted her, and yet Sorrow was certain he had no amorous intention.

      “And you shouldn’t be here,” he added. “You shouldn’t have come.”

      That sounded less kind.

      “As you heard, my brother is missing. I can’t rest until I know what happened to him.”

      Quentin seemed to find that displeasing for some reason; his eyebrows furrowed.

      “But for your information,” she continued, “I’m not staying here a second longer than I must. As I told that marshal, I need to speak to a few more people before I leave.”

      “Nobody’s going to tell you anything.”

      “Oh? And is there something to tell? Do you know what happened to my brother?”

      He wouldn’t answer her, nor would he look up. Something in her midsection turned cold.

      “You do know, don’t you?” She seized his forearms, which made him whimper and start twisting away from her. His skin felt cold under her hands.

      “Quentin, my brother is the closest thing to a parent I’ve had my entire life. Please— if you have any idea what happened to him, you must tell me. I beg you.”

      “I don’t dare,” he whispered. “I’ll be in terrible trouble. And so will you, if you don’t get away from this place.” He wrenched himself loose from Sorrow’s grip and tore off down Gull Street.

      “Quentin? Quentin!”

      He didn’t stop; he ducked between two buildings and out of Sorrow’s sight.

      Her head reeled, and she steadied herself against a wooden post outside the marshal’s office.

      Who could possibly want to harm her brother? He’d always been a kind, charming, utterly decent man. What the hell had happened to him in this terrible place?

      She bit her lip and tried hard to collect herself. Quentin was probably right. Whatever had happened here, nobody was going to tell her a damn thing, and she had no way of forcing the truth from them. Nor did she have any authority someone here might respect.

      Very well, then. She’d retrieve her things from Cooper’s Inn, head up to the stables, ask the people there if they’d seen Henry leave the town, and then take her horse and buggy back to Ocean City. She’d get a room there overnight if it were too late for the train by the time she arrived. She had no more desire to be in Tidepool.

      And then Father could send over the detectives he’d spoken of. Let Tidepool’s residents try to stonewall those fellows.

      She walked up the front stairs to Cooper’s Inn, stepping carefully over the rotting boards on the porch. Naomi stood out in the entryway; she eyed Sorrow with an unreadable expression.

      “Everything all right, Miss Hamilton?”

      Hardly. “I will be leaving soon, Mrs. Cooper. Please settle up my bill.”

      “Glad to hear that.”

      “Excuse me?” Sorrow paused and stared at the woman.

      “Miss, the best thing you can do for yourself is leave this place. Your brother is gone.”

      “What?” She felt cold. “Do you mean he’s dead?”

      “I mean that you won’t find him here. It’s as we’ve been trying to tell you. I don’t know where he is, but he’s not in Tidepool.” Naomi stepped closer to her and lowered her voice. “And I suggest that you go home to Baltimore and tell your friends there that we don’t want to be developed. We’re happy the way we are, thank you very much. I’m sure there are other towns out there who might welcome such… help.”

      The pleasantness Naomi had shown the night before was gone, and Sorrow felt a pulse of anger throbbing somewhere in her head. These people, these awful backwards people, had done something to her Henry. And they were practically daring her to do anything about it.

      “I’ll definitely be heading back to Baltimore,” Sorrow said, her chilly tone matching Naomi’s. “But don’t worry. No more friends of mine will be coming here. The next Baltimore residents you see in Tidepool will be detectives and police. You can tell them that you don’t know what happened to my brother.”

      Naomi’s dark brown eyes widened. “I strongly suggest you drop this. You can send the finest detectives in the land here. It won’t matter. You won’t find your brother, but you could put the people of this town in terrible danger.”

      That gave Sorrow a moment of pause.

      “Danger? What on earth are you talking about?”

      Naomi stared at her, her chin raised. She wouldn’t respond, but Sorrow saw a brief flicker of fear in the woman’s dark eyes.

      “Well, no matter,” Sorrow said at last. “I’m taking your advice. I’m leaving Tidepool right now. I wouldn’t stay another moment in this stinking pit.” Sorrow brushed past Naomi and stomped up the stairs.

      She gathered her things and stuffed them roughly into her suitcase, wondering if the stench of dead fish would linger forever in the clothing she had worn here. She’d worry about getting everything cleaned when she was back home. Better still, perhaps she’d just set it all on fire.

      The kitchen door downstairs made another annoying squeal, and Sorrow entertained pleasant thoughts about setting that aflame as well.

      Back downstairs, she settled her bill with Balt Cooper, who as usual couldn’t meet her eye.

      “I’m sorry you couldn’t find out more about your brother, Miss Hamilton,” he said, his voice quavering.

      “Don’t say things you don’t mean. People in Tidepool do far too much of that.” Without another word to the pathetic Mr. Cooper, Sorrow snatched up her case and left the inn.

      She was halfway up the street when she heard footsteps behind her, keeping pace with hers. She whirled around and saw Quentin lurking several steps behind her.

      “You can relax. I’m going. See? I have my suitcase and everything.”

      “I’ll walk with you to the stables,” he said as he caught up to her.

      “That’s not necessary.”

      “I think it is.”

      “What on earth are you talking about?”

      “You shouldn’t have said anything about those bones.”

      Something in the pit of her stomach tightened at that. “What possible difference could it make? You said yourself they don’t even know who those bones belong to.”

      “People here like to pretend they don’t see these things.”

      She sighed, rubbing her forehead.

      “Well, bully for them. They can go right back to pretending. I’ve had enough of this place. And stop following me if you aren’t going to tell me anything useful. I’m quite capable of walking to the stables myself, thank you.”

      As she turned away from Quentin, she spotted someone else approaching them and felt a chill.

      Mrs. Ada Oliver walked down Water Street towards them. And her large brown eyes were fixed on Sorrow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          RETRIEVING THE RUNAWAY

        

      

    

    
      Mrs. Oliver appeared to glide rather than walk as she moved down the street, and her black silk dress looked particularly stark compared to the washed-out, dull colors of everything else in Tidepool. Between the dress’s color and the fact that, as Sorrow had noticed the previous night, it appeared to be several decades out of fashion, Mrs. Oliver looked like an apparition on Tidepool’s streets. The anxious glances the woman received from townspeople passing by her did nothing to change that impression.

      Sorrow made to sidestep around the woman and continue to the stables, but Mrs. Oliver stopped directly in front of her.

      “Miss Hamilton, is it?” she asked in a deep voice. “I heard you speaking to the Coopers yesterday.”

      “Yes. And are you Mrs. Oliver?”

      “I am.”

      “Well, then. Pleased to meet you, but I’m afraid I’m on my way out of Tidepool.” As all of you seemed to want, she didn’t add.

      “That’s a pity, Miss Hamilton.”

      “I’m glad that you think so. No one else seems to.”

      “She’s going, Ada,” Quentin added from behind Sorrow.

      “Yes, Quentin. I heard her. Miss Hamilton, I do hope my brother has not been annoying you.”

      “Your brother?” Sorrow would never have guessed the awkward young man was related to Mrs. Oliver in any way.

      “Yes. Quentin has an odd way of relating to people, but he means no harm.”

      Something about Mrs. Oliver’s eyes got under Sorrow’s skin. The words the woman spoke were polite, even gracious, but her eyes looked black, pitiless, and deeply unnerving. Shark’s eyes, Sorrow thought.

      “I must admit to being curious, however,” Mrs. Oliver continued. “Why are all these young people from Baltimore so interested in Tidepool? You are the third one to come here in not that many weeks.”

      Sorrow bit back an angry I’m not interested in this hellhole at all. And then she realized what the woman had just said.

      “You must be speaking of my brother and his associate. Did you meet them?”

      The woman nodded.

      “Well, that’s why I’m here. I certainly don’t care at all about property development, but my brother Henry is missing, and the last contact I had from him was from this place. I’ve been trying to find out where he might have gone, but nobody here seems to have any information that they are willing to share.” She directed the last bit at a fidgeting Quentin.

      Mrs. Oliver stared at her for a moment with those impenetrable dark eyes.

      “I see. I am very sorry to hear that.”

      “Did he perhaps speak to you of going somewhere else after he left Tidepool?”

      “I am afraid he did not, Miss Hamilton. His conversation with me was focused entirely on what his firm wished to do with this town.”

      Sorrow tried to conceal a sigh. Had she thought Mrs. Oliver might give her a more helpful answer than the others here had?

      “Well, as your brother told you, I am indeed heading out now. It’s clear I won’t find any answers about Henry here. If you’ll excuse me, I’d like to get to the stables as soon as possible. My father will be dreadfully worried about me by now.”

      “And where will you go?” Mrs. Oliver asked.

      “Ocean City. And then back to Baltimore.”

      Mrs. Oliver gazed at her for another moment before speaking.

      “I am very sorry if you have found the people here somewhat disagreeable. So that you do not leave here believing we are all so unfriendly, I would like to have you as a guest for lunch before you leave.”

      “Ada! She has to go home!” Quentin sounded terribly alarmed, and Sorrow couldn’t help but wonder why.

      “Quentin. Enough.” Mrs. Oliver gazed at the man, who continued to stare at Sorrow with worried eyes but stopped talking.

      “You will have to excuse my brother, Miss Hamilton. He sometimes forgets his manners.”

      Sorrow didn’t want to offend Mrs. Oliver. Then again, she couldn’t imagine why it mattered, as she was on her way out of town anyhow.

      “Mrs. Oliver, the offer is very kind of you, but…”

      And then a loud male voice rang out from behind her.

      “Why, Sally Hamilton! I say, if you haven’t given your poor father a turn!”

      Sorrow’s mouth dropped open and she spun around. Nobody was allowed to call her Sally. Nobody but Henry. Even as a child Henry had hated the name Sorrow, but how he’d come up with Sally as an alternative, she had no idea. She barely tolerated the nickname from him, and she’d immediately straighten out anyone else who tried to use it. 

      And someone just had.

      Charlie Sherman stood behind her with a wide grin. His golden hair and dark green suit looked clean, vivid, and altogether out of place in this dismal little town. She fought a sudden urge to throw her arms around him.

      “Charlie? What in the world are you doing here?” She held a hand to her chest, trying to get over the surprise of seeing another person she knew standing in Tidepool. And Charlie, of all people.

      “Your father had quite the conniption when he read that letter you left him, I don’t mind telling you. He wouldn’t rest until I told him I’d come out here and fetch you.”

      “Fetch me?” His choice of words infuriated Sorrow. “I’m not a cat who ran up a tree, Charlie. I’m looking for Hal.”

      “Understood. But you do know that there are people whose actual professions involve tracking down the missing, yes?”

      “Hal isn’t their brother. And I hardly need to explain myself to you,” she said, turning away from him. She generally found Charlie quite pleasing; his wide hazel eyes and winning, friendly manner had captivated her since he’d first befriended Henry when they were schoolmates.

      Right now, though, being spoken to in front of two complete strangers as if she were a naughty runaway child made her quite forget what she had ever seen in him.

      “Besides, I was just leaving Tidepool, as I was explaining to Mrs. Oliver and her brother.”

      “Leaving? Oh, no. Not so fast, Sally.”

      “Yes, I am. And I’ve told you thousands of times not to call me Sally. That’s Henry’s name for me, and no one else’s.”

      Charlie nodded at her. He was clearly suppressing another smile, which made Sorrow even more annoyed.

      “Hello again, Mrs. Oliver.” Charlie raised his hat to the stern-looking woman, and she gave him a grave nod. “And Quentin, isn’t it? Hope you’ve been well, sir.” Quentin made no indication that he’d even registered Charlie’s presence. He still stared at Sorrow with a deeply worried expression.

      “Mr. Sherman,” Mrs. Oliver said in her deep, deliberate voice. “I had just asked Miss Hamilton to lunch. I would be happy to include you as well.”

      “That’s too kind of you, Mrs. Oliver, but I’ve got some business to attend to here. And I’d like to catch up with Sal— Miss Hamilton,” he said.

      “What sort of business?” Mrs. Oliver’s dark eyes narrowed.

      “I told her father that I’d come here to escort her safely home. I figured that while I was here, I’d have a word with the mayor. You remember our discussions last time, yes?”

      Mrs. Oliver nodded. “I do.”

      “I’d like to continue those conversations if you’re going to be in your usual place at Cooper’s Inn tonight,” Charlie said.

      Mrs. Oliver studied him for a moment.

      “Very well,” she said. “I will see you then.” She turned. “Come along, Quentin.”

      Quentin, who looked as if he might just quiver into pieces, finally took his eyes off Sorrow and followed his sister up Water Street.

      Sorrow wanted to stamp her foot in frustration. How had the plans she’d had for the day come so thoroughly undone, and so quickly?

      “Hope you didn’t mind me nixing lunch with Mrs. Oliver, Sal—Sorrow,” Charlie said, leaning close to her. “Tell you the truth, something about her and that brother of hers gives me the chills.”

      “Actually, I do mind. All I wanted to do today was go home.”

      He cocked his head. “Didn’t you just get here yesterday? What’s the rush?”

      “I hate it here. And the people aren’t at all helpful. I think they know what happened to Hal, but they won’t tell me. They’re dreadful.” Sorrow thought about the torso that had washed up on the beach, and the marshal’s completely uninterested reaction.

      Charlie frowned slightly. “I see. What do you say we go to the inn and have a bite to eat and talk about it?”

      “Oh, no. I can’t go back there.”

      “What? Whyever not?”

      “I… I wasn’t terribly polite when I left. The Coopers made it clear that they didn’t want me staying here any longer, and I let them know that the feeling was quite mutual.”

      Charlie frowned. “Well, that’s odd. They were polite enough when I was here. And what sort of an inn tries to chase people out of town?”

      “That’s what I’m talking about!” Sorrow’s voice rose and people on the street turned to stare, but she didn’t care. “This whole place is full of people who make no sense. Mrs. Oliver’s brother was running all over the beach with jars of ocean water, collecting them like they were treasure. And he seems to be the most normal person I’ve met here.”

      Charlie laughed heartily at that.

      “But anyhow, I’m not staying in this place another moment. I’m heading to the stables to see if those people remember seeing Henry when he left, and then I am taking the buggy back to Ocean City and the train station. I’ve already wasted far too much time here.”

      “Oh no. You aren’t going anywhere,” Charlie said, and anger flared in Sorrow’s chest again.

      “Charlie, I told you. Nobody here has been helpful about Henry. There’s nothing for me here.”

      “Sorrow Hamilton, it’s far more than my life is worth to have to tell your father that you slipped out of Tidepool without me,” Charlie said, grinning at her and taking her arm. “Can you stand one more day at the beach with me, do you think? We can travel back to Baltimore together tomorrow.”

      Sorrow held back her annoyance. Not that she could ever stay annoyed with Charlie for long.

      “Where do you think I’m going to stay? The Coopers were quite clear that they were happy to have me gone.”

      “Look. Let’s try this.” He was walking her down Water Street back towards Cooper’s. Townspeople turned to watch them, and their gazes unsettled Sorrow. “We’ll go inside, and you’ll offer your apologies. Tell them that the stress about your brother was getting to you. Perfectly understandable. And if you could have a room for one more night, we’ll be on our way bright and early tomorrow.”

      “I don’t see why I should apologize when I did nothing wrong other than meet rudeness with rudeness.”

      “I just said that you should apologize,” Charlie answered in a breezy tone. “I didn’t say you had to mean it.” And he led her, implacably, towards the inn.

      Sorrow sighed. She disliked Tidepool and just about everyone in it with the possible exception of Mrs. Oliver’s bizarre brother.

      And yet, having someone from home who was an actual ally might keep her from feeling as if it were just her against a town of yokels who were indifferent to her brother’s fate.

      And it was Charlie Sherman. Charlie and Henry had been friends for over a decade, and he had featured in many of Sorrow’s adolescent fantasies about boys and romance. She’d often daydreamed about his warm hazel eyes, his wavy blond hair, his wide and winning smile.

      She believed she was beyond silly schoolgirl crushes now that she’d reached adulthood, but he still had the sunny disposition and infectious grin she had always adored.

      Perhaps one more night with him here would be agreeable.

      Perhaps.
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          A BAD BUSINESS

        

      

    

    
      As Sorrow had expected, the Coopers did not look even a little bit pleased to see her walk back into their inn. Naomi’s eyes were as narrow as Balt’s pinched lips when Sorrow and Charlie approached them.

      “Let me handle this,” Charlie muttered as he steered her to the front desk.

      “Hello again, Mr. Cooper. Name’s Charles Sherman, if you don’t recall. Miss Hamilton’s father has asked me to accompany her back to Baltimore, but I’ve got some business to attend to here today. Could you see your way to allowing us to stay one more night? I know there have been some hard words here, but the Hamiltons have been awfully upset about their Henry missing. Surely you can understand that.”

      Naomi and Balt stared at Charlie and then at Sorrow with a distinct lack of enthusiasm. When they didn’t respond right away, Sorrow hoped that they’d refuse, so she’d be free to go home.

      “Just one more night,” Charlie said again. “Do you think you can spare a couple of rooms?”

      Finally, Balt nodded slowly.

      “I suppose we can manage that.” He looked as unhappy about the prospect as Sorrow herself was.

      “Upstairs. Third room on the left. As before,” Naomi muttered, pushing a key over to Sorrow as Balt handed Charlie a key to his own room.

      “Thanks much, Mrs. Cooper,” Charlie said.

      Sorrow felt like a bird that had been placed back in a cage after breaking free. She trudged up the stairs to the threadbare, spartan room and placed her suitcase by the bed again with a sigh. Was it possible that the room had actually shrunk by a few feet since she had left it? It looked smaller and more inhospitable than ever. The shriek of the squealing kitchen door carried up to her again, and she clenched her fists.

      A rap on the doorframe interrupted her gloomy thoughts. Charlie stood there, smiling widely. He looked entirely too bright and happy for a place like this.

      “Don’t know what on earth you said to those people before you left, but I didn’t think they were going to bend.” He chuckled. “But no matter now. I’m famished. Would you care for a bite to eat downstairs?”

      “Not especially.” Sorrow had been anticipating a decent meal in Ocean City. The thought of another day of Cooper’s dismal cooking depressed her.

      “Come on now, old girl. It’s not as bad as all that here, is it?”

      Was he going to be yet another person behaving as if Henry’s disappearance was unimportant?

      “For god’s sake, Charlie. My brother is missing. One of your oldest friends.”

      “I’m aware of that.” Her words finally knocked that wide grin off his face, if nothing else. “But I’m convinced this entire thing is some kind of miscommunication. Really now, what could have possibly happened to him?”

      Sorrow folded her arms over her chest. “I think the people here know. They just won’t tell me.”

      Charlie’s eyes widened. “That’s quite an accusation to make. And these are simple folks, Sorrow. They tend to keep to themselves. What do you think they would have done to him?”

      “I don’t know. That’s what I came here to find out. If you don’t believe me, ask them yourself and you’ll see. And don’t you feel it? This place is just … wrong. You said Mrs. Oliver gives you the chills? This entire place gives me the chills.”

      “Well, it’s no Baltimore to be sure, but that’s why it caught our attention.” Charlie shrugged. “A location like this? It could be so much more.”

      “You should give up the whole idea of developing this town. The people certainly don’t want it, and I can’t imagine anyone wanting to stay here.”

      “Don’t you think you’re being harsh?” Charlie held his hands out.

      “Charlie, this place stinks. Literally. And there’s nothing to do here.”

      “That’s where development comes in. You have to start somewhere.”

      “But there’s just a sense of something dangerous here. I don’t know what it is, but I don’t like it.”

      Charlie shook his head.

      “Sorrow, I promise you that your father will find out where Hal’s gotten off to. I know you’ve a curious mind, but I think this is beyond your capabilities. And this is hard on your father. He’s upset enough about Hal without having to worry about you as well.”

      “Well, I was on my way back home until you intervened.”

      Charlie smiled. “Fair enough. We’ll blame the last part of your journey on me. I can take Winslow’s wrath.”

      Sorrow looked away from him and out at the sliver of ocean visible from the window. She remembered the thing that had washed up from the water just that morning and shuddered.

      “You really think Hal’s out there somewhere?”

      “Knowing your dear brother as I do, I’m positive he’s going to stride into your house in a couple of days and be quite shocked when he learns about the uproar he’s caused. Perhaps he sent a message to you that never arrived. Mistakes do happen. Besides, he’s smart. I trust that if he somehow got in trouble, he’d have the brains to get himself out of it.”

      Sorrow desperately wanted to believe that. Perhaps she was reading too much into the reactions of the townspeople here, assuming their lack of information about Henry had sinister implications when they simply didn’t know anything, and thus had nothing to tell her.

      Perhaps.

      Charlie smiled. “I don’t share your dismal opinion of this place, but I will allow that I was relieved to see a somewhat friendly face when I arrived back in Tidepool today. The locals are rather wary around us big-city sorts. Now, how about that lunch? I’m famished.”

      Sorrow finally smiled back at him.

      “Alright.”

      They went downstairs to the tavern, and Sorrow noticed that Charlie steered well clear of Ada Oliver’s fancy armchair; he headed for a window seat.

      The lunch choices at Cooper’s were as uninspiring as the dinner selections had been. Sorrow resigned herself to the cheese on toast.

      After Balt had taken their lunch order with a notable lack of enthusiasm, Charlie settled back in his chair. “What have you been doing with yourself since college, Sorrow?”

      Sorrow smirked. “Avoiding my father’s efforts to marry me off to the first warm body who shows a little interest.”

      “Oh dear!” Charlie laughed and blushed slightly at the same time.

      “I told him my interests don’t lie there. Certainly not right away, anyhow. I’d like to be a reporter.” Sorrow had learned about Nellie Bly in college, and the thought of having the nerve to infiltrate an asylum and expose its unethical practices to the world thrilled her. Next to that, the prospect of marrying some bland and inoffensive fellow and producing child after child to whom she would be expected to devote the rest of her days sounded like Sorrow’s idea of a living death.

      “A reporter? Reporting on what, then?”

      “I don’t know. The only offers I’ve gotten are for society columns. As if I care which families have vacationed where lately. Nobody even reads such piffle, anyhow; it’s just a way for people to boast about their travels. Such a waste of ink.”

      “Must be an audience for it, or they wouldn’t bother running it. And for your information, I’m extremely interested in where people vacation. It’s part of why I’m here.”

      Sorrow met Charlie’s grin with a scowl. “Be that as it may, I’ve no interest in contributing to that particular part of the newspaper.”

      “Fair enough.” Charlie took a long drink of the ale Balt brought him before continuing. “So, then, what exactly have you heard here about Hal?”

      “Nothing. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you,” she said. “Except for Quentin. He didn’t deny knowing what had really happened to Hal, but he wouldn’t tell me.”

      “Hm. Well, I don’t know that I’d read too much into that. As you noticed when you observed his business with the jars, that Quentin is quite the odd duck.”

      “Indeed, he is. But today when I was on the beach, human bones washed up in the tide.”

      “Human bones?” Charlie blanched. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. A torso and an arm. And I went straight to the marshal about it. I might as well have told him I’d found a piece of driftwood for all he seemed to care. Said that kind of thing happens all the time here.”

      “Really?” Charlie sounded as if he didn’t believe her.

      “Well, perhaps I’m exaggerating, but he was that nonchalant.”

      Balt brought them their lunch, and Sorrow tried to summon an appetite for her cheese on toast. The smell of Charlie’s flounder turned her stomach.

      “How is Father?” Sorrow asked after a few bites of lunch. “Is he very furious?”

      Charlie put his fork down and chuckled.

      “Fit to be tied. Wasn’t good for any work yesterday until I assured him that I’d head out here and see you home safely. I thought I was going to have to stop him from jumping in the harbor and swimming here himself.”

      Something inside Sorrow twisted, and she recognized a pang of guilt. She truly hadn’t meant to upset Father. He often seemed so annoyed by her presence that she’d thought he might welcome a few days without her. It hadn’t occurred to her that he’d worry so much, but perhaps it should have, what with Hal already missing.

      Charlie leaned over and lowered his voice.

      “Sorrow, your father told me that he’s been in contact with some men from a high-powered detective agency. There’s nothing those fellows can’t sniff out. The locals here may not answer to you, but if there truly is something to tell about Hal’s time here, they’ll answer to those fellows or find themselves in jail. Or worse.”

      “Really?” The kitchen door squealed, and Sorrow looked around the tavern briefly. Had Naomi Cooper just been standing behind the bar, trying to listen to them? If so, she had ducked out of sight rather quickly.

      “Yes. Really. Those fellows don’t mess around. And heaven knows your father can afford to send them on a task such as this.”

      “I just don’t know…” Sorrow shook her head. “Did Hal seem unhappy to you before he left town?” The thought that perhaps he’d tired of life in Baltimore and wished to start over somewhere else had occurred to her.

      “Not at all. Sure, that business with Grace got to him, but who could blame him there? And he was quite excited about the prospect of turning this place into another Ocean City. Or even Atlantic City.”

      Sorrow simply couldn’t envision Tidepool becoming a bustling, popular resort for wealthy people, no matter how hard she tried.

      Charlie swallowed a bite of flounder before continuing. “Anyhow, I know that your intentions are the best, but I strongly suggest you leave the investigating to your father and the authorities. And that’s assuming Hal isn’t on his way home as we speak. Or already there.”

      Sorrow nodded, but inwardly she chafed at Charlie telling her what to do.

      Charlie was about to ask her something else when a heated argument on the street outside distracted him. They turned to stare out the window by their table.

      “Didn’t think you’d ever have the nerve to show your face here again!” A skinny bald man, flushed with apparent rage, shoved a red-haired man hard enough to knock the unfortunate fellow over into the street, making Sorrow gasp. Their companions stepped in and held them apart before the redhead could retaliate.

      “What on earth?” Charlie asked.

      A heavyset man at a nearby table clucked his tongue.

      “Oh, that was a bad business, that was,” he said. “That red-haired fellow, he’s a fisherman. Silas, I think he’s called. Doesn’t live here, but comes through now and again. Anyhow, he got tangled up with Al Swenson’s daughter. Didn’t end so well.”

      His taller, thinner companion let out a chuckle that didn’t sound at all amused. “Didn’t end so well? The poor girl’s dead, Brody.”

      “Dead?” Sorrow looked away from the scene outside.

      “Brody!” Balt glared at the heavyset man. Sorrow could read his implied message clearly: Not in front of the strangers.

      Charlie’s eyebrows were raised as Sorrow looked back at him, her mouth slightly open.

      “Don’t Brody me, Cooper.” Sorrow guessed that Brody had perhaps started drinking a bit earlier than was common here, judging from his loud voice and rosy face. “Something like that was bound to happen sooner or later. Nothing to do around here but fish, eat, and f—”

      “Finish that sentence and I’ll put you out of here.” Balt’s face had gone red. “There are ladies present.”

      There are ladies present were four of Sorrow Hamilton’s least favorite words. All the truly interesting parts of life seemed to happen in the places where ladies weren’t supposed to be.

      Charlie leaned over the table. “Well, now. Perhaps this is a more intriguing place than you thought,” he whispered, grinning.

      “I wouldn’t know,” she replied, putting her chin in her hand. “It seems nobody’s allowed to talk about anything interesting that happens.”

      Outside, the altercation ended without any more punches being thrown, although the older man shouted something else at Silas as their companions led them in opposite directions. Sorrow’s mind spun as she turned back to her food.

      “Well, Sorrow,” Charlie said after they were finished eating. “I’m going to talk with Mayor Conlan this afternoon.”

      “Are you going to ask him about Hal?”

      “Of course I will. That, and other things.”

      “So you’re still serious about wanting to turn this place into Ocean City? Oh, Charlie.”

      “I know these things, old girl. People with money will come here in droves given a bit of  work and the right incentives. Do you suppose you can keep yourself out of trouble until dinner tonight?”

      She frowned. “I won’t promise anything.”

      He laughed at that. “At least say you’ll try. And I’ll meet you back here. Around six, is that agreeable?”

      “Of course.”

      He took her hand and kissed it as they parted, and something about that made Sorrow feel warm and silly inside for the first time since Henry had disappeared. She found Charlie’s attitude towards her terribly frustrating at times, and especially now while Hal was still missing. But she couldn’t quite set aside her long infatuation with him.

      But what could she do to keep herself out of trouble until dinner? Lacking any other ideas, she headed back to the boardwalk. She had no further desire to walk by the water, lest some other ghastly thing wash up with the tide, but she sat on a bench and watched the waves, hoping some ideas about tracking Henry down would come to her if only she stared long enough. But she observed nothing other than the same dismal rocks and masses of seaweed that had greeted her that morning.

      Although the day was still cool, the heavy air felt increasingly oppressive, and Sorrow fanned herself with a hand. She didn’t know how long she had been sitting there when someone spoke.

      “Why didn’t you leave?” The voice behind her nearly made her fall off the bench. Perhaps she had dozed off.

      She turned around to see Quentin standing over her. His glasses were perched on the top of his head, which made his black hair stick out around his face. The absence of the glasses revealed heavy undereye circles that Sorrow suspected might be a permanent part of Quentin’s features.

      “You saw what happened, Quentin. Charlie won’t let me leave without him, and he’s staying one more night.”

      “Don’t go outside after the sun sets.”

      Sorrow was getting heartily tired of men telling her what she could and couldn’t do in Tidepool. “And why not?”

      “She doesn’t like to go after women, but if she thinks you’ve seen something you shouldn’t have, she’ll do it.”

      “What on earth are you talking about? Who won’t go after women?”

      Quentin hugged his arms around himself, and it occurred to Sorrow that he must be cold in nothing but that thin white shirt and the pants, which looked summery. And then his face crumpled as if he were trying not to cry.

      “Quentin? What is it? What’s wrong?”

      “I’m so tired,” he said, sounding as if he were in pain.

      “Why don’t you go home and rest, then?” she said in a gentle tone.

      “Ada didn’t want me hanging around today. She’s busy with Lucy.”

      “Lucy?”

      “Her … her daughter. Lucy doesn’t like me.”

      “Your own niece? Whyever not?”

      Quentin looked at Sorrow through narrowed eyes. “Can’t tell. I’ll get in trouble. But stay in tonight.”

      And with that, he quite literally ran away from her.

      Sorrow watched as he fled up Water Street, her pulse quickening. What was it about him that made her want to listen to him, even if he spoke in near-riddles?

      He seemed lonely. He seemed frightened.

      And he seemed to be the only person willing to confirm to her that yes, something about Tidepool wasn’t right. At all. Charlie had called him an odd duck, and he was. And yet she wanted to corner him and force him to give her answers before he could go tearing off again.

      She wondered what life with Ada Oliver as a sister would be like, especially if Mrs. Oliver allowed her own daughter to be so disrespectful to her uncle.

      As Quentin vanished from her sight, Sorrow decided that she didn’t care what kind of business Charlie thought he was going to accomplish here. She was leaving tomorrow, with or without him. She’d had more than enough of Tidepool and its odd people and its strange little mysteries.

      One more night, she thought as she stood up. One more night, and that’s it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          RUTHIE AND LUCY

        

      

    

    
      Silas Graham

      

      Silas really did feel terrible about Ruthie Swenson. Not so much so that he’d been able to avoid coming back to Tidepool and risking the anger of Ruthie’s father, but bad all the same.

      He’d just wanted to spend the long nights in Tidepool doing something more than drinking himself into a stupor in Balt Cooper’s run-down tavern. He’d never meant for anyone to get hurt. Or worse.

      Ruthie Swenson, a plump and cheerful brunette who worked at her father’s grocery store, had seemed very willing to help him pass the time. He never had to try too hard to sneak her away to quiet areas near the beach or the boat and then talk her out of her dress.

      He thought she’d understood that the time they stole behind the dunes on the beach, or in the hull of Silas’s boat, were just a few hours of fun, and no more. When she moaned that she loved him as he finished thrusting into her one night, he assumed she was just caught up in the moment, as could happen.

      He had never known that in her head, Ruthie was writing a love story and an escape plan, with Silas as her partner.

      Not until he and his fishing partners had returned to Tidepool the previous year. Ruthie strolled up to him one night as he left Cooper’s for his boat.

      “Oh, Silas,” she purred. “Isn’t it wonderful?”

      “Of course, my dear.” He was drunk, and he swayed a bit as he placed an arm around her shoulders. He wasn’t sure what was so wonderful, but she was obviously happy, and a happy Ruthie was generally up for spending a pleasant hour or two with Silas in the hull of his boat or some other private spot.

      And then he noticed that Ruthie kept rubbing her belly, which was a good bit fuller and rounder than he remembered. She seemed quite pleased by that fact. Proud, even. And a pang of sick fear spread through him as he began putting things together.

      “I’ve managed to keep Father from noticing,” she whispered, pulling him close. “But I can’t hold him off much longer. And I won’t need to, now that you’re here.”

      “Ruthie, I—”

      “You’ll take me out of this place with you, right?” She searched his face. “You’ll have to. I won’t raise a child here. I simply won’t do it. She’ll let me go if I have a child.”

      He shook his head, trying to clear it. This was all happening much too fast. He hadn’t been ready for it. And it was hardly fair of her to ambush him with such news.

      And who would let her go? He didn’t understand what she meant by that, but it was the least of his worries at the moment.

      “Ruthie, I have no plans for a wife or a child right now.” Only that wasn’t true at all. Even then, he’d had someone all picked out back home who he wished to marry, even if he’d never seen the point of mentioning that minor detail to Ruthie. His Alma was blonde and quiet and practical. She would never sneak off with visiting fishermen. She was nothing at all like Ruthie.

      “What do you mean?” She stepped back from him with tears beginning in her light blue eyes.

      “I mean I am very sorry if I gave you the wrong idea about my intentions towards you.”

      “The wrong idea? We were in love.”

      “Now, Ruthie, I never said that.” Of course he hadn’t. Had he? He supposed he might’ve blurted the words out in response to her own during one of their drunken tumbles. But he hadn’t meant them. People got caught up in the moment, especially when the ale had gone to their heads. Had she really not understood that?

      Her fingers tightened on his arm. “But you must marry me and take me away from this place. You can’t just turn your back on your own child. Or me.”

      Silas started to wonder why he didn’t have any say in this situation, and he was getting annoyed by her presumption and her carelessness.

      “Ruthie, I’m sorry you got yourself into trouble, but I leave tomorrow and I’m afraid you’re going to have to get yourself out of this.” Silas backed away from her as he spoke. He could hear some of his companions snickering behind him. “Besides, I know I’m not the first man you’ve been with. How do I even know if that’s mine?”

      She looked as if he’d struck her across the face.

      “You bastard,” she hissed. “You hateful, cruel bastard.”

      “I’m so sorry,” he said as he hurried back to the beach. And he really did mean it. He’d never had any intention of marrying a grocer’s daughter in a tiny hole of a town like Tidepool, but he hadn’t wanted anyone to get hurt either. He’d just wanted a nice way to spend the long nights here. Nothing more.

      He had skipped the next trip to Tidepool with his friends and fellow fishermen, claiming illness. He didn’t want to risk another encounter with Ruthie, especially if she now had a child—their child?—in tow.

      But his friends had brought back awful news: Soon after Silas’s last visit, Ruthie Swenson filled the pockets of her dress with heavy stones and walked straight into the ocean. Her corpse had washed up the following week, barely recognizable, and the child inside her was as dead as its mother.

      He threw up after hearing that. He truly hadn’t meant for any of it to happen.

      And after that, Silas had never wanted to come back to this place.

      But as sparse and uninspiring as Tidepool was to visit, the flounder and bass were always most abundant near its shores, no matter what the fishing was like elsewhere along the coast. And the weather conditions in Tidepool always tended towards the favorable; the tiny town never appeared disturbed by the storms and occasional hurricanes that disrupted the other ports and towns that lined the Eastern Shore. Storms that tossed their boat around would quiet as Tidepool pulled into view. The fishermen couldn’t understand it, but they needed Tidepool’s marine bounty, and so they didn’t question their luck.

      If he wanted to start a new life with his Alma, he would need all the fish that he could catch from Tidepool’s beach.

      And so he returned that October. Perhaps people there had forgotten about the whole mess. Perhaps they hadn’t even known who was responsible for Ruthie’s condition at the time she took her life.

      Silas had had no plans to venture into the tavern on this trip, but he began craving something besides the fishy cheese and salami he’d brought with him on the boat. He worried that he spent so much time around fish that the odor had become a part of him; he was sure he could smell it on himself even after he’d bathed. And the salty reek seemed particularly heavy and unpleasant in Tidepool.

      The tavern never seemed too busy in the middle of the day, he reasoned. Perhaps a quick lunch would be safe.

      But Al Swenson, Ruthie’s father, appeared just as Silas was approaching Cooper’s Inn with a few of the other fishermen. Al’s long, wrinkled face was twisted in anger, and he knocked Silas down on the street in front of his friends and everyone.

      Silas got up and swung at him, but the other fishermen held him back as Al’s companions hauled him away. Silas’s heart pounded. He felt the blood rushing to his face. He hated being a spectacle.

      Faces appeared in nearby shop windows, and even the patrons in Cooper’s Tavern were gawking out the window at him.

      His appetite gone, Silas returned to his work. He had no intention of going into the town again, but around six, his friends started nagging him.

      “Come now, Sy. A pint or two of ale will dispel the hard feelings.” George Hershey wouldn’t leave Silas be.

      “Absolutely not.”

      “You have to eat sometime.”

      “I have food here.” He didn’t think he could stand another mouthful of salami or cheese, but at this point he’d eat sand and pieces of rotting driftwood if it meant not going back into that hellhole of a town.

      “Look, just a quick pint or two and some dinner. That’s it. We don’t even need to talk to anyone.”

      George wouldn’t let up, and Silas was quite hungry. He’d missed out on lunch after the scene Al Swenson had caused out on the street, and while the humiliation had robbed him of his appetite at the time, hunger gnawed at his insides now.

      And really, what right did those people have to judge him, or try to keep him out? He’d spent plenty of money in this shabby town, which looked like it needed all the cash it could get. And he hadn’t deliberately harmed Ruthie. She’d made her own choices and had expected Silas to go along with them, without any thought given to the idea that Silas might have a life outside of Tidepool. The sad consequences of her actions were on her head. He had done nothing to deserve such treatment from the locals.

      His rising anger—and his hunger—overruled his caution.

      He lurked behind George as they entered the tavern. Balt Cooper raised an eyebrow when they walked in, but greeted them all the same. The black woman Cooper called his “wife” appeared to be making a great effort to be at the opposite end of the bar from where Silas sat, but he didn’t much care if people avoided him. It was far better than the alternatives of being struck and threatened.

      If Al Swenson or any of his friends were around, Silas didn’t see them.

      After the first pint of ale, the tension in Silas’s body began to ease up. Maybe he’d be able to leave here without getting into any more fights.

      He glanced around at the other people in the increasingly crowded tavern. Most of them looked like the same drab Tidepool residents he always saw in Cooper’s, but three of them stood out.

      Mrs. Ada Oliver sat with two people Silas knew weren’t from Tidepool, or anywhere like Tidepool. They were both young. Clean. And dressed in bright, expensive clothes, the likes of which he’d never seen on anyone in this town. The strawberry-blonde girl, who made Silas think of his Alma back home, didn’t look happy at all; she scanned the room with an expression that shifted between boredom and fear. She looked even less pleased to be in Tidepool than Silas was, if that were possible.

      Her eyes stopped briefly on Silas as she stared around the tavern. He nodded to her. She gave him a short, unfriendly nod in return and then glanced away.

      Had she seen what had happened to him that afternoon? Perhaps she’d heard the gossipy locals talking about it.

      He doubted very much that she’d come back to his boat with him, even if he were to drink enough ale to summon the courage to ask her.

      The young blond man she sat with looked much happier to be there. He wore a green suit finer than anything Silas had ever seen up close. And he was talking away at Mrs. Oliver, waving his hands around and laughing, although Mrs. Oliver herself still sported her usual grim expression.

      Silas had seen the widow before, of course. She was difficult to miss in her fine black dresses as she sat at that table by the fireplace, and he had asked Balt Cooper about her. Silas couldn’t tell what effect the young man’s words might be having on the woman, who Silas had rarely seen speak with anyone. But at one point, Mrs. Oliver glanced around and caught Silas’s eye.

      And her dark, pitiless stare chilled whatever warmth the ale had sparked inside of him. Her eyes appeared as if they’d been carved from black ice; there was no soul in them. He wanted to leave Tidepool again. Right now, in fact.

      “Say, George,” he said over the din. “Think I might call it an evening.”

      “What? You’ve barely touched your food.” George pointed to Silas’s nearly uneaten salmon.

      “It’s not agreeing with me tonight. I’ll be back on the boat.”

      “Best to leave the local girls alone. Or watch out for angry fathers.” George found that remark incredibly funny. Silas did not.

      “Whoa there.” George held his grubby hands in the air when he saw Silas’s face. “Just a joke.”

      “It’s always just a joke with you,” Silas grumbled. He put down some money on the bar, his face burning.

      The beach was deserted, as it often was after dark. Silas needed to relieve himself and did so in the ocean, as nobody was there to see him.

      The moon glinted off the black water, and Silas sighed as he finished up. The night air chilled him and he rubbed his hands over his arms, hoping the friction would warm him.

      “Oh, Ruthie,” he whispered. He really was sorry.

      Faint footsteps sounded nearby, and Silas swore quietly. He hoped against hope that the person hadn’t seen him pissing in the water. Although he was sure far worse had probably been dumped into the Atlantic, he knew few citizens of Tidepool were inclined to look too kindly on him at the moment.

      He turned around and saw a woman approaching him.

      Although it was hard to tell in the darkness, she appeared to be clad in a large hat and bundled up in a heavy dress that looked like something the widow Oliver might favor.

      But—and here was the odd part—her face was almost completely covered. She’d wrapped a scarf around her head, leaving only a space for her eyes.

      The usual stench of dead fish on the beach grew stronger and more unpleasant as he stared at the approaching woman. He wondered if the pint of ale on an empty stomach had been a wise decision. His head swam.

      “Excuse me, ma’am,” he called. “I do apologize if you saw anything indecent.”

      She continued walking towards him, with no reaction to his words.

      Was she some ghastly apparition from the afterlife? Could she be …

      Icy fingers played up his spine. “Ruthie? Is that you?”

      The fishermen Silas had spent time with over the years loved to tell endless ghost stories about sailors lost at sea but still trying to find their way back home, or pirates looking to plunder ships and towns well after their deaths.

      He had never believed those tales before, but he thought he might now. He trembled as the woman drew closer.

      “Ruthie? I’m so sorry,” he stammered. “If I had only known what you were going to do, I would have …”

      And then the woman hissed. And as she drew closer to him and he stumbled backwards, she pulled the scarf away from her face, and the moon lit her features as her hat fell away.

      He screamed, and as he turned to run towards his boat he saw Mrs. Oliver standing towards the top of the dune.

      “Mrs. Oliver! Get away from here! It’s not safe!”

      Mrs. Oliver did not move or look even the slightest bit alarmed. She stood completely still, her arms crossed over her chest.

      And then the woman in black was upon him and something ripped into his neck. Pain burned through him and caused him to clutch at his neck and scream again, hoping against hope that someone, even Mrs. Oliver, might come to his aid.

      The thing tore at his throat again and his blood spurted hot and fast from the new wound and soaked the front of his shirt as he fell.

      He tried to scream one more time, but could only gurgle up gouts of his blood. His mouth tasted metallic and salty, and the last thing he saw was Mrs. Oliver’s cold pale face, still staring at him from the dark beach.
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      Ada Oliver had never particularly cared for Al Swenson. He was rough and crude, and he treated both her and Quentin with barely-concealed disdain.

      But she had liked his daughter, the cheerful and friendly Ruthie, well enough. The poor girl was polite to her and kind to Quentin, and she hadn’t deserved what that dead man had done to her. When Ada learned that the fisherman had been foolish enough to return to Tidepool, she formed her plan.

      Lucy was hungry, and the Lords Below had to be appeased. The torso Miss Hamilton and Quentin had spotted was a message that Ada understood even if no one else did.

      It had all worked out perfectly.

      Lucy rose from her meal, approached Ada, and bowed her head.

      “You may go in for a swim, Lucy. But leave your clothing close by in case someone comes looking for that man.”

      Lucy wriggled free of the dress she wore; the hat and scarf had already fallen away as she slaughtered the fisherman. Ada watched the moonlight illuminating Lucy’s body as she ran for the water and dove in.

      The dead man still lay in the sand, his face shredded almost beyond recognition and his torn throat oozing blood that looked like dark syrup in the moonlight.

      After another careful glance around, Ada removed her own clothing. She approached the dead fisherman, her pale, naked body glowing in the night.

      Although the fisherman was a fair bit heavier and taller than Ada, she lifted him up as easily as if he were a newborn infant. She carried him into the ocean, and she continued walking as the salt water closed over her head.

      As she walked further into the murky brine, they approached. Their eyes glowed bright green in the gloom. As more of them gathered round her, she released the body of the fisherman. Tentacles and claws snatched the corpse away from her. She watched until the Lords disappeared.

      Back on the beach, she stood in the moonlight and concentrated. The water pouring out of her hair and the droplets running down her body began to evaporate, sending up a mist. Ada stood still until her hair and body were completely dry.

      She dressed herself and then summoned Lucy, who surfaced in the ocean, swam towards the shore, and emerged on the sand a few seconds later. Ada redressed Lucy and made sure to conceal Lucy’s face with the scarf and the hat.

      Together, they returned home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          THE OCEAN IS A HARSH PLACE

        

      

    

    
      Sorrow Hamilton

      

      Sorrow sat in the near-empty Cooper’s Tavern the next morning, poking at her eggs and toast and hoping the lukewarm, bitter coffee would help perk her up. Her bed was just as uncomfortable as it had been the previous night, and her sleep every bit as uneasy. She thought she might have heard a scream from the beach, but perhaps she had dreamed that during one of the few periods in which she had managed to fall asleep.

      Or perhaps the squealing of that infuriating kitchen door had pierced her dreams.

      Her eyes were rimmed with red when she looked at her reflection in the morning light. She feared she would resemble Balt Cooper with his perennially tired and fearful look if she remained in Tidepool much longer.

      She wondered where Charlie was; he’d still been holding forth with a few of the fishermen and Tidepool residents when she finally begged off and turned in for the night. She had just resolved to get her suitcase and leave without him when he finally entered the room, looking pale but otherwise cheerful. How could he look so happy in a place like this? How could anyone? His smile warmed her.

      “Morning, Sorrow!” He sat down across from her. “Got a head start, I see.”

      “I hope you didn’t mind me not waiting. Perhaps I’m just in too much of a hurry to get out of here.”

      “Indeed?”

      “Oh yes.” The kitchen door made another infernal squeal and Naomi brought over the handwritten menu. “Aren’t you?”

      He frowned slightly. “Would have liked to talk more to Mrs. Oliver last night. Odd, how she left so abruptly.”

      Mrs. Oliver had indeed risen from the table and excused herself in a hasty fashion, but Sorrow hadn’t missed the strange woman at all. “Surely you can correspond with her through the post if need be. Or return some time without me.”

      Charlie laughed. “I say. You really don’t like it here, do you?”

      “I was ready to leave yesterday, well before you showed up. None of this is helping to find Hal.” She thought about lowering her voice, but remembered that she’d already made her opinion of Tidepool abundantly clear to Balt and Naomi. “And did you talk to the mayor about Hal at all?”

      “Of course I did.” Charlie poured himself a cup of coffee from the pot Naomi brought him. “Conlan said he hadn’t heard anything, but he’d do what he could to find out if anyone has information.”

      In other words, the mayor’s not going to do a damn thing. Just like everyone else here. Sorrow stared out the window at the dilapidated wooden buildings across the street. The gloomy sky, smudged with gray and dark blue clouds, matched her mood.

      “Perhaps Father has had word of Hal while I’ve been gone,” she said, trying to sound more hopeful than she felt.

      Charlie smiled. “As I said before, it wouldn’t surprise me one little bit if there’s been some mistake and Hal’s out there with no idea what an uproar he’s caused.”

      And then he leaned closer to her. “But I know your father meant it when he told me he was going to send the best detectives in the land to this place if he had to. If, God forbid, there’s any kind of secret around here—or anywhere—involving Hal, they will most certainly discover it.”

      “I hope so,” she said.

      And then the door to the inn crashed open and two very agitated men clad in fishing gear ran into the tavern. Their faces were dead white and their eyes bulged as if they would pop from their skulls.

      “Murder!” they shouted. “Murder! On the beach!”

      Sorrow leaped up from her chair, nearly knocking her coffee cup to the floor, and ran out of the tavern, pushing past an approaching Naomi and the two men. Charlie called to her, but she wasn’t about to stop and wait for him.

      It mustn’t be Hal. Please don’t let it be Hal. The oppressive air made her forehead damp, and her calves throbbed from running in her boots as she tore down Coastal Road for the beach.

      The overcast sky threatened rain at any moment as Sorrow reached the scene. A cluster of people gathered by the boardwalk, and a man in faded blue bib overalls and a checked shirt was bent over, getting sick on the sand. When she darted around them to see what had gotten everyone so upset, two of the men attempted to block her.

      “Sorry, Miss. But that’s no sight for a lady down there.”

      Sorrow was finished with being polite, especially if it could be her brother down there by the water.

      “I’ll decide that for myself, thank you. Now let me through.” She dodged around the smaller man on the left and ran towards another knot of people standing by the water.

      She moved next to them, panting, beads of sweat forming on her forehead. The stench of rotting meat competed with the usual reek of dead fish and salt water, and Sorrow hoped she wouldn’t become sick herself.

      At first she thought they were all looking down at a large bundle of sticks and red rags that had somehow washed up on the shore and been mistaken for an actual person.

      And then she moved closer and saw the thing on the beach more clearly.

      Something pale and gray extended from the bundle and pointed at the water, and she realized she was looking at the remains of an arm. And from there, her mind was able to piece together that she was, in fact, looking at a severely mutilated human who was little more than a pile of sodden blue-gray flesh, exposed tendons, and ripped clothing. In some spots, the body had been gnawed down to its very bones. Shreds of torn and stained clothing lay scattered around the corpse. Sorrow thought of picked-over poultry carcasses and felt ill.

      The back of her neck turned cold, her breakfast rose in her throat, and things began going gray and blurry around the edges of her vision as gulls screamed overhead and the sky opened up, spattering rain down on the dreadful scene.

      No. No. I won’t faint. I won’t give anyone here the satisfaction.

      She forced herself to keep looking, to see if she spotted anything familiar about the body. Sections of scalp were missing from its head, showing the skull underneath. But Sorrow noticed tufts of red hair clinging to what remained of the dead person’s head.

      Red hair. Whoever this was had red hair. It wasn’t Henry.

      “Silas,” someone said. “Never saw him after dinner last night, and he ain’t around now.”

      As the cold rain began coming down harder, footsteps ran up behind Sorrow and a hand clapped down on her shoulder.

      “Sorrow! What on earth are you playing at, running off like that? And … oh. Oh dear god.” Charlie had just caught sight of the body, and his face turned the color of the sand.

      “It’s not Henry, Charlie,” Sorrow said, her voice shaking badly. “It’s not Henry. Look at the hair. Look.”

      “I’d really rather not, dear girl. Let’s get away from here now. You look a bit ill.” Charlie, who looked quite grayish himself, took her elbow.

      “You did this to him!” The voice made both Sorrow and Charlie jump. A heavyset man with a missing front tooth and a red face contorted in rage pointed a shaking finger at the gathered townspeople.

      “Sir…” someone said in a quiet tone.

      “All because of that idiot floozy at the grocer’s!” Spittle flew from the man’s mouth. “Are you happy now?”

      “Now you see here!” Two tall men, who Sorrow assumed were Tidepool residents, stepped towards the shouting man.

      “Just waiting for a chance to get him alone, weren’t you? Bastards.” The man didn’t seem to care that the taller men advanced on him, blocking him from Sorrow’s view.

      “Sorrow? We should go.” Charlie tugged at her elbow. Somewhat reluctantly, she turned away from the scene at the water and allowed Charlie to steer her towards the street. He quickened his pace as the rain picked up, and Sorrow nearly had to run to keep up with him.

      Marshal Lewis hustled down to the beach as they walked up the boardwalk. He gave Sorrow a very odd look as they passed, but the louder voices ringing out from the waterline caught his attention.

      It wasn’t Henry. Her mind wouldn’t let that thought go. Had some small part of her perhaps hoped it was Henry? It would have been a horrible, ghastly answer to the question of his disappearance, but it would have at least been an answer.

      No. Of course she was relieved it wasn’t Henry.

      Charlie’s effervescence had finally gone; he was still pale and his mouth was pinched in a thin line. More shouts echoed around them as other townspeople, drawn by the commotion, came down to the beach to view the dreadful scene.

      The two of them finally reached Cooper’s Inn. Sorrow, who couldn’t banish the mental image of shreds of gray flesh clinging to bone, had no wish to be anywhere near food at the moment, so she headed into the small, sparsely furnished sitting room. Charlie followed her and took one of the armchairs, facing Sorrow as she sat on a wooden bench. She shivered, and not just from her dampened dress.

      “So,” Sorrow said when she felt capable of speech again. “May we please leave now?”

      “Yes, Sorrow,” he said, sounding far grimmer than she’d ever heard. “I believe I’ve seen enough here.”

      She wondered if Charlie were still so hot to develop the place, what with the ocean having the habit of coughing up mutilated corpses. This was the second one she’d seen, and surely such morbid occurrences would have to be rather bad for business. She started giggling like a madwoman, and Charlie gave her an incredulous look.

      “Were you down there?” Balt’s voice gave her a start. She hadn’t heard him come into the sitting room.

      “Yes.”

      His watery eyes widened. “Did you happen to see who that was?”

      “Oh, Balt. Even if she saw the person, how would she know who it was? She’s not from here.” Naomi bustled in behind him.

      “I think he was that fisherman from yesterday,” Sorrow said. “The man with the red hair.”

      “Him?” Naomi asked. “Well, Al Swenson sure did have it out for that fellow. Can’t say I blame him, either.”

      It was impossible for Sorrow to imagine anything human being able to do what had been done to the body on the beach. Despite the fishermen’s cries of Murder and accusations of revenge, she thought it was far more likely that the fellow had run afoul of a shark.

      “Really now,” Charlie said, frowning. “This is no sort of conversation to be having with ladies present.”

      “Oh, enough, Charlie!” Sorrow snapped. “I cannot speak for Mrs. Cooper, but I’m no less capable than you are of dealing with what happened out there.”

      Naomi let out a low chuckle that unnerved Sorrow. “You wouldn’t believe the things I’ve seen here, miss,” she said. The back of Sorrow’s neck went clammy again.

      “Naomi…” Balt said, sounding worried.

      “What, Balt? It’s only the truth. Whatever she saw down there on the beach? We’ve already seen far worse. Think about that before you start sending fancy people from fancy cities over here, sir.” She addressed the last bit to Charlie, who was staring openmouthed between Naomi and Sorrow.

      “What sort of things?” Sorrow asked.

      “Never you mind!” Balt’s face turned red as he spoke, his voice raised. “The ocean is a harsh place. Sometimes we get an unpleasant reminder of that when someone careless goes out there and gets in over their head. That’s all that’s been going on.”

      Sorrow didn’t believe a word of it. She rose and stared at Balt.

      “Be that as it may,” she said, “I will be checking out and heading for home today. Mr. Sherman is welcome to join me if he wishes, but I shall be going with or without him.” She turned to Charlie and glared, daring him to contradict her again.

      “Yes. I suppose that’s for the best,” Charlie said softly. All the cheer had gone out of him, and Sorrow briefly regretted snapping.

      “I’m afraid not, Miss.” All of them turned to see Marshal Lewis approaching in the hallway. “Nobody is leaving Tidepool today.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          THE CAPTIVE AUDIENCE

        

      

    

    
      “I beg your pardon?” Sorrow asked.

      Marshal Lewis looked sweaty, rain-spattered, and slightly apologetic.

      “Miss, I can’t allow you to leave town until we’ve finished investigating what happened to that person found down there today.”

      “You can’t be serious,” Sorrow said.

      “Oh, but I am, Miss Hamilton. We get several strangers in town, and then a brutal crime takes place. You must understand how that looks to us.”

      Sorrow fought the temptation to slap the stupid little man.

      “To be frank, Marshal Lewis, I don’t understand it at all. Why, just a day ago you were assuring me that the Atlantic washes up terrible things all the time and I should pay little mind to those bones on the beach.”

      “The ocean does indeed wash up some alarming things, miss, but not something as freshly savaged as the fellow this morning.”

      “Oh, be serious, man!” Charlie shouted, standing up and moving close to Sorrow. “You cannot possibly believe that a woman could do what was done to that poor fellow! Why, that body was in tatters!”

      “I cannot rule out anything, sir,” Marshal Lewis responded, mopping his forehead with a handkerchief and avoiding Charlie’s eyes. “And I’ll have some questions for the two of you.”

      “That’s fine,” Sorrow said. “We’re here right now. Ask away.”

      “No, miss. Not like this. I shall send word when I’m ready for you, and you’ll need to come to my office.”

      “When?” Sorrow said, her head spinning. “I won’t spend another night in this place, I’m telling you.”

      “Miss Hamilton, the marshal’s office has an adjoining prison cell. You can remain here with the Coopers, or you can stay in that cell. It’s up to you.” Lewis glared at her.

      Sorrow scowled back, trying to think of a cutting reply. “And I expect that you’ll be investigating my brother’s disappearance from this place just as thoroughly?”

      Lewis blinked and looked away from her. “Miss, we have no sort of proof that anything happened to your brother here. I told you already that there’s very little we can do.”

      “Is that so?” Sorrow said. “Well, I have it on very good authority that you’re going to be getting some help with that quite soon.”

      “How so?” All Marshal Lewis’s bluster vanished, Sorrow noticed with satisfaction. And the Coopers looked at her with wide eyes.

      “My father has been in contact with some very prominent detective agencies. He is determined to get to the bottom of whatever befell Henry, even if you people don’t care. And those men could be arriving as early as today. You can explain to them why Mr. Sherman and I are being held in this town against our will.”

      Sorrow, of course, had no idea if anyone else from Baltimore was coming to Tidepool at all, much less today, but she was satisfied to see that the news flustered the man she now considered her captor.

      “Miss Hamilton…” Marshal Lewis’s hand fluttered to his throat, and he drew a breath before continuing. “I’m sure this can all be worked out. I’m afraid that detectives or no, there’s very little to go on here with regards to what might have happened to your brother.”

      “Well, then you should have nothing to worry about when they get here,” Sorrow said, raising her chin as she stared at the hateful man. “And yet I’d say you look quite worried.”

      The marshal really wanted to say something to Sorrow, she could tell. Something quite angry and perhaps even rude, judging from the way his eyes bulged and his face reddened as he pressed his lips together.

      “I will be in contact with you later on,” he said finally. “I suggest that you and Mr. Sherman stay close to the inn.”

      And without another word, he spun on his heel and stormed out, slamming the front door behind him.

      “Sorrow…” Charlie began.

      “I don’t want to hear it, Charlie.” Anger boiled inside her. “I’d be safely home by now if it weren’t for you. I told you we shouldn’t have stayed here.”

      The Coopers still lingered in the sitting room, and Sorrow turned to them.

      “I’m afraid I will be needing the room for another day after all. I’m no more happy about it than you must be, but you heard the marshal.”

      Balt waved a shaky hand in the air. “Of course, Miss Hamilton. We can, perhaps, reduce the price a bit under the circumstances.”

      “That’s very gracious of you. Thank you.”

      Without another look at Charlie, Sorrow swept out of the sitting room and up the creaky wooden stairs. She shut the door to her room with a satisfying bang before sitting at her desk and gripping her head.

      Despite her bravado with Marshal Lewis, she felt quite helpless. The Spartan room felt even smaller, and she thought the squeal of the kitchen door’s hinge might drive her to madness.

      She tried to conceive of an escape plan, some way she could slip out of Tidepool without anyone noticing. But she knew she stood out as a stranger, and particularly now when she was under suspicion.

      She pulled out the stationery she had brought with her and started a letter to Father.

      “I hope that by the time you receive this letter, I am safely home. However, if I am not, it is because Charlie and I are being prevented from leaving Tidepool.

      While nobody seems to know what became of Hal or if he indeed ever left here, terrible things are happening in this place. The marshal is acting as if he must treat us like suspects, but I think something else is going on, and while I’m not sure why we are being kept here, I fear for what might become of us.

      Father, you will tell me that I shouldn’t have come here, and I will admit that you were right. I should have listened to you, and I’m sorry. If you have not already, please send investigators, police, and anyone else who might be able to exercise some authority over these awful, stupid, dreadful people—”

      Sorrow’s vision blurred with tears of frustration. She stopped and took a deep breath to collect herself before finishing the letter to Father.

      Her head ached terribly, and she realized that she’d had no more than a few hours of sleep since arriving in Tidepool. She put her head down on the desk, intending just to rest her eyes for a moment.

      The horrendous shriek of that damned kitchen door jolted her awake. Although she couldn’t tell how much time had passed, the light outside looked distinctly different. She picked up an envelope, addressed it to her father, and tucked the letter inside, planning to run it over to the post box close to the inn; nobody had told her she couldn’t write letters.

      Charlie’s door was closed. Sorrow considered knocking, but then decided that she still resented his role in causing her to be detained here.

      Nobody stopped her as she walked out of Cooper’s Inn, and she slipped Father’s letter into the post box. As she did, she started to regret being harsh with Charlie earlier. He couldn’t have anticipated what would happen this morning, and he’d only been doing what her father had asked him to do. She resolved to go back to the inn and see if he had any ideas on how to get them out of this predicament.

      As she walked back into Cooper’s, a very agitated-sounding Balt spoke from somewhere nearby. Sorrow paused in the foyer but could see no sign of him. Perhaps he was in the kitchen, then. She moved into the tavern, wondering what had the man so upset.

      “You are getting terribly careless! Don’t you understand what a mess you’re getting us all into?”

      “Mr. Cooper, I’ve told you time and again that what’s happening is not up to me. The Lords Below want what they want, when they want it.” Mrs. Oliver’s deep voice sounded from the kitchen, and Sorrow felt a chill just listening to it. That voice was as cold and pitiless as her dark eyes.

      The Lords Below? What on earth?

      “But it’s never been like this before!”

      “I agree. The creatures are stirred up and consumed with unrest. They say that a great change is coming to the world, and they will need their strength for what is to happen.”

      “What in hell does that mean?”

      “I’ve no idea, Mr. Cooper. It is not my place to challenge them.”

      Sorrow wondered if she were still asleep at her desk, dreaming this surreal conversation. Lords? Unrest? Creatures? None of it made any sense.

      “And now you’ve got those folks from Baltimore mixed up in all of this,” Balt continued. “That girl’s yelling about her father sending detectives down here.” Sorrow’s stomach grew cold.

      “They can send in the entire US military if they like. There will be nothing for them to find.”

      She was talking about Henry. Charlie. Sorrow.

      “Leave the visitors to me, Mr. Cooper.”

      That was all Sorrow had to hear. She tiptoed out of the tavern, hoping she could avoid making the floorboards creak, and stole upstairs. She knocked on Charlie’s door just as the kitchen door squealed again.

      He opened it, looking disheveled and tired.

      “Hello there, Sorrow.”

      “Did I wake you?”

      “No. Maybe. I’m not sure I could call what I was doing ‘sleeping,’” he said, giving her a lopsided smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

      He looked quite startled when she entered his room and shut the door.

      “Sorrow, the Coopers might not approve of—”

      “Charlie, shush. Listen to me. Whatever is going on in this town, Ada Oliver is behind it.”

      Charlie stared at her for a moment and then laughed. “Come now, Sorrow. I know the woman seems rather odd, but you can’t tell me she did that to that man on the beach this morning.”

      Sorrow shook her head.

      “She spoke of… creatures.” It sounded absurd when she repeated it, and yet there had been nothing funny to her about Mrs. Oliver’s conversation with Balt.

      Charlie dropped his chin and stared at her. “Creatures? What creatures?”

      “I don’t know. But she’s in league with them. And I just overheard Balt Cooper giving her quite the scolding for being careless. Whatever is happening in this place, it wasn’t meant to involve us, and he’s quite unhappy that it did.”

      “Sorrow, that makes no sense. Are you sure you heard them correctly?”

      “Yes. And I’m aware of how it sounds. But think about it. I didn’t believe anything human could do what was done to that man. Well, perhaps nothing human did.”

      Charlie ran a hand over his tousled blond hair and shook his head.

      “Sally, it was probably a shark attack. You do realize that these people likely grew up hearing tall tales about monsters in the sea, don’t you?”

      “But Marshal Lewis—”

      “The marshal’s putting on a show for the out of towners.”

      She nearly laughed. “What?”

      “He’s talking tough.” Charlie was warming himself up to this, Sorrow saw; the color returned to his face as he spoke and he began gesturing like an orchestra conductor, something he always did when an idea excited him. “Doesn’t want us going back to Baltimore and nixing any development deals just because we saw something terrible happen. He wants us to know he’s in control.”

      “Oh, Charlie.” Sorrow shook her head. “You can’t possibly believe that.”

      “I know these sorts. I’ve dealt with them before. All bluster and puff.”

      “That’s absurd. And it has absolutely nothing to do with what I just heard. Mrs. Oliver is behind this. Whatever the marshal is doing, it’s irrelevant. And I intend to get to the bottom of it all.”

      Charlie raised an eyebrow. “And how are you going to do that, when no one will tell us a thing?”

      “I’m going to go to that woman’s house and inform her that either she can tell me where Henry is, or she can tell my father’s detectives when they arrive.”

      “But Sally—”

      “Father’s expecting us to arrive in Baltimore today, yes? He’ll notice when another of his children goes to Tidepool and doesn’t come back. He’s not going to just sit around idly after that happens again.”

      Charlie sighed. “Then perhaps the thing to do is just stay here and try to keep out of trouble. If you truly think Mrs. Oliver is killing visitors to the town, then going up there to antagonize her is hardly going to accomplish anything. And I don’t want you to be the next chewed-up corpse washing up on the beach.”

      Sorrow felt heat rise to her cheeks; Charlie dropped her gaze for a second as if he himself were a little embarrassed by what he’d just let slip.

      Very tentatively, Charlie took her hands in his. His fingers were warm and felt strong as they closed over hers.

      “Sally, someday this is all going to be a funny story to tell everyone back home, and nothing more. But only if we play this smart. So we go along with the marshal and his tough guy act. Let him beat his chest, play to the locals.”

      “If it only involved us, I’d agree. But I want to know what happened to Hal, especially if there’s even the slightest possibility he could still be here somewhere.”

      “And your father will be sending along the people who can find that out. But we can’t do it alone. You know we can’t. We’re outnumbered. Promise me you won’t do anything rash, Sally.”

      Charlie squeezed Sorrow’s hands rather tightly, and so she had to mentally cross her fingers as she replied “Fine. I won’t.”

      A sharp knock on the door made them both jump.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          THE PRANK

        

      

    

    
      Charlie released Sorrow’s hands and answered the door. Balt Cooper stood there sporting his usual watery-eyed, anxious look. He seemed a bit surprised to see them together, but recovered quickly.

      “Mrs. Ada Oliver would like to meet with both of you,” he said. “In the tavern.”

      Charlie and Sorrow glanced at each other as an arrow of fear shot through Sorrow’s midsection. She had been quite prepared to go to Mrs. Oliver’s home and confront her; she hadn’t expected Mrs. Oliver to bring the confrontation to her.

      But lacking any immediate reason not to go downstairs, she finally looked at Balt.

      “Alright.”

      “If we must,” Charlie added.

      Balt raised an eyebrow at that before turning away.

      Surely that woman wouldn’t attempt anything in the tavern. Would she? As she made her way down the steps, Sorrow wished she could feel more certain about that.

      Mrs. Oliver sat in her familiar burgundy armchair close to the fireplace, her back to the entrance. She turned to look at them and then stood.

      “Mr. Sherman and Miss Hamilton.” She nodded to each of them in turn. “I understand that Marshal Lewis has insisted you remain in Tidepool for the time being. I find the notion that you could have anything to do with the events here ridiculous, and I thought you might join me for lunch back at my home for a brief respite from this inn. And I’d like to continue our discussions about property development, Mr. Sherman.”

      Sorrow wasn’t sure whether to scream in horror or laugh at Mrs. Oliver’s sheer nerve. Granted, Mrs. Oliver didn’t know Sorrow had overheard her talk with Balt, but could she seriously believe Charlie still had any interest in developing a town that was holding him and Sorrow captive?

      Charlie did the refusing for her.

      “Mrs. Oliver, I appreciate that offer very much and I’m sure Miss Hamilton does as well. But we’ve been told we cannot so much as leave the inn until Marshal Lewis has questioned us about the events of this morning. And after that, we must be going. Miss Hamilton’s father is expecting us back today; he’s going to be quite alarmed if the two of us don’t appear in Baltimore some time tonight.”

      Mrs. Oliver regarded them for a moment before speaking.

      “Marshal Lewis will not argue if you accompany me. He understands that I would hardly smuggle you out of town. And in any event, it’s likely that you will be unable to depart today. The marshal can be … methodical.”

      “And by that you mean ‘slow’?” Charlie said with a wry tone.

      “Precisely.” There was no corresponding wry tone in Mrs. Oliver’s voice.

      “Well, we’ve warned the marshal that her father is already very impatient to get his daughter back.” Charlie tipped his head towards Sorrow. “After all, he’s already got a son who has yet to return from this place. If the marshal takes too long, he may find himself getting some outside help when Miss Hamilton’s father sends in the cavalry.”

      While Charlie and Mrs. Oliver talked, Sorrow turned things over in her mind. This was her chance to see the place owned by the woman who appeared to know what was happening here and why. She wondered if Quentin would be there, lurking around. If he was, she wondered if she could get him by himself and persuade him to tell her what had happened to Henry. Assuming, of course, that the strange young man truly knew and wasn’t just acting out.

      “I think lunch at your home would be lovely, Mrs. Oliver,” she said. Charlie broke off and looked at her in surprise. Mrs. Oliver merely gazed at her.

      “I’m glad to hear that. Please, come along with me now.”

      Mrs. Oliver took a moment to speak to the Coopers about something, and Charlie edged close to Sorrow.

      “You sure about this?” he whispered. “You were scared half to death of her just a little while ago.”

      “And I’m still wary. But I want to see what she does. She’s been hot to get me over there since I arrived. Besides, if there’s any sign of Hal anywhere in her house, I need to find it.”

      Charlie shook his head. “I don’t have a good feeling about this, Sally.”

      She squeezed his hand quickly and gently, choosing to overlook his use of that hated nickname for the moment. “Let’s just watch out for each other when we get there. We stay together, no matter what. Besides, how likely is she to try something if she knows outside forces will come looking for us?”

      Charlie’s brows knotted, as if he weren’t too sure about that idea. But before he could say anything else, Mrs. Oliver returned and led them out of the inn and up Water Street, which had become an expanse of mud after the morning rain. Sorrow lifted her dress slightly as she walked, avoiding puddles and hoping she could keep her hem from trailing on the ground and getting filthy. The morning rainfall had done nothing to alleviate the humidity in the town, and Sorrow swiped a hand over her forehead as they made their way up the main street.

      She marveled once again at the enormous cemetery they passed on the way up the hill. She could scarcely believe there had ever been this many people in the town in all of Tidepool’s history.

      And there was that odd sign again, darkened from the rain.

      If ye give not willingly, the Lords will rise.

      The Lords. Mrs. Oliver had mentioned them to Balt during their bizarre conversation. Who—or what—did that refer to?

      Somehow, Sorrow was not surprised that the enormous brick home looming at the top of the hill was Mrs. Oliver’s. The mansion was the only structure in Tidepool that didn’t appear to be on the verge of collapse. The emerging sun sparkled off the Atlantic as they followed Mrs. Oliver up the walkway to the front steps. Barren trees stretched over the front walk, and Sorrow half expected their branches to reach down and ensnare her and Charlie.

      Mrs. Oliver opened the large front door and motioned for them to follow.

      The house was not quite as opulent inside as Sorrow had expected, but it was still impressive. A polished wooden staircase ran up the right side of the dim entrance foyer. A large painting of a stern, almost cruel-looking man dominated the entranceway. His eyes made Sorrow shudder; they reminded her of Mrs. Oliver’s dark, pitiless stare.

      Charlie glanced back at Sorrow, and she smiled as if to tell him that she was all right.

      “Now, let me just see to things in the kitchen,” Mrs. Oliver said.

      “Don’t put yourself to too much trouble on our behalf, Mrs. Oliver,” Charlie called out.

      Sorrow was wondering if she and Charlie could steal away and start discreetly peering in rooms when Mrs. Oliver’s harsh, angry shout rang through the house.

      “Quentin!”

      Sorrow and Charlie shared a glance and then ran down the hallway in search of Mrs. Oliver.

      They reached the parlor and froze. Sorrow slapped a hand over her mouth to stifle a scream. Once again, the back of her neck went ice cold and clammy, and her vision went fuzzy gray around the edges.

      Quentin’s body slumped backwards in a wooden chair. His white face lolled towards them, and his mouth hung open. A deep red gash bisected his neck, and rivers of blood spilled down from the appalling throat wound and stained his white shirt and the rug. A straight razor dangled from his right hand.

      “Sally, don’t look at him,” Charlie murmured, turning quite pale. He put an arm around Sorrow and started to steer her out of the room.

      “Oh, honestly, Quentin,” Mrs. Oliver said, sounding furious. “Stop being foolish and clean yourself up. Look at how you’re upsetting our guests.”

      “I don’t think he can hear you,” Sorrow said, wondering if the poor woman had been driven mad by the sight of her dead brother.

      Mrs. Oliver spun around and fixed Sorrow with a very intense glare.

      “I assure you both that Quentin is perfectly fine. I’m afraid that he has a very morbid sense of humor. Morbid and most inappropriate. I believe it came from reading too many of the works of Mr. Poe as a child.”

      “Mrs. Oliver,” Charlie started, “I really don’t think he’s just—”

      The widow turned that intense look on Charlie, stopping his speech at once.

      “The dining room is to your right. Please be seated in there. Quentin and I will join you shortly, right after he cleans himself up and stops being childish.”

      Sorrow nearly laughed at the bizarre request. The dining room? Did this madwoman seriously believe anyone would be capable of eating after witnessing such a horrific scene? Was everyone in this town completely insane?

      “Charlie, let’s leave,” she whispered, trying to fight the urge to collapse on the nearest sofa. “I don’t want to be here anymore.”

      “I don’t know, Sally,” he replied, his eyes dark and grim.

      “What don’t you know? This is awful. The man’s dead and that woman has obviously snapped. We should go get some help.”

      “Why don’t we wait a bit? In case she needs us to help her. You know, with … with the scene.”

      “With the scene? What on earth can we do about any of this?”

      They had moved to the dining room, and Charlie steered Sorrow to one of the high-backed oak chairs placed by the table. She wanted to protest, but her legs felt weak and shaky, and she reluctantly sat. The last thing she wanted to do was lose consciousness in this house.

      She glanced around the room, trying to distract herself from the creeping dizziness. A large cabinet displaying several pieces of fine china and silver sat against one wall. A chandelier hung above them; Sorrow spotted cobwebs hanging between the dangling crystals. Another painting of the same man from the portrait in the front hall hung in a prominent spot close to the table. The fellow looked equally unpleasant in this picture, Sorrow concluded, wondering who he was. His clothing and hairstyle looked far too outmoded for him to be the late Mr. Oliver.

      Charlie sat beside her, clutching one of her hands. His own hand felt quite cold and clammy, and she tightened her grip. A person moved around in the kitchen, accompanied by the sounds of cutlery striking plates. Ada Oliver scolded someone in too low of a voice for Sorrow to hear the words. Was someone else in the house too? Did she perhaps have a servant? Surely she would.

      Mrs. Oliver swept into the room. Someone else was definitely in the kitchen, because Sorrow could still hear the sounds of food being prepared.

      “All right, then. Lunch will be served very soon.”

      “But your brother—” Sorrow said, her voice faint.

      “My brother is pulling himself together, Miss Hamilton. I apologize again that you had to see something so unpleasant.” With that, Mrs. Oliver seated herself at the head of the table.

      Sorrow closed her eyes and drew a slow breath, trying not to panic.

      That does it. If I have to run back to Baltimore on foot, I am doing it today, whether that useless little marshal gets around to us or not. This entire town is full of mad people. It can’t be safe here.

      “Sally? You need something?” Charlie murmured. He squeezed her hand under the table.

      “Perhaps a small glass of wine while we wait. Yes?” Mrs. Oliver didn’t wait for a reply; she rose again and moved to a sideboard. Sorrow watched with an odd detachment as Mrs. Oliver poured red wine from a decanter and carried it over to them in crystal glasses.

      “I am sorry that you have not had a more pleasant experience of Tidepool,” she said.

      Charlie let out a nervous bark of a laugh and made no move to touch his wine; he still clutched Sorrow’s hand under the table. Against her better judgment, Sorrow sipped at her drink. Perhaps it would help her to stop shaking.

      “Mrs. Oliver,” Charlie started, “are you quite sure you don’t want us to go for help?”

      “For help? Whatever for?” Mrs. Oliver said.

      Charlie changed his tone so that he sounded as if he were addressing a very stubborn child.

      “Well, your brother … he looked like he was in a bad way back there. Prank or no prank, maybe he needs someone to come look at him.”

      The floorboards creaked as someone approached the dining room.

      Charlie’s mouth dropped open and Sorrow thought she would faint after all as Quentin entered the room, bearing a silver platter of food.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          THE UNCOMFORTABLE LUNCHEON

        

      

    

    
      A white bandage wound around Quentin’s neck, and he looked even paler than usual as he placed the platter of meats and bread in front of everyone. He wouldn’t meet Sorrow’s eyes.

      “Quentin? You’re… are you all right?” she asked him.

      “As I already told you, Miss Hamilton, Quentin is perfectly fine. He enjoys staging these morbid little scenes to startle me.” Mrs. Oliver sounded impatient, as if she walked in on her brother staging suicide attempts every day and couldn’t understand why anyone else might find it disturbing.

      I wasn’t asking you, Sorrow thought.

      “I say. That’s a strange hobby, fellow.” Charlie let out another shaky laugh as he addressed Quentin. He hadn’t yet released Sorrow’s hand.

      Quentin, without even looking back at them, disappeared into the kitchen.

      “I fear he has always been a very troubled individual.” Mrs. Oliver lowered her tone as if she were sharing a confidence with them. “Our mother died when he was quite young, and he has been my constant companion ever since. He would be unable to function in the world without me.”

      He doesn’t seem to be functioning all that well with you, either, Sorrow thought. She was much bolder with Mrs. Oliver when the woman couldn’t hear what she was thinking.

      Quentin brought out plates of sliced apples. Sorrow couldn’t imagine eating a single thing at the moment; she took another mouthful of wine instead, willing it to still her pounding heart.

      “Now, Mr. Sherman,” Mrs. Oliver continued. “I would like to hear more about what you and your firm wish to do in Tidepool.”

      As Charlie took a deep breath, Sorrow noticed he hadn’t touched the food in front of him either. Neither had Mrs. Oliver. And Quentin now sat at the far end of the table, staring down at his trembling hands. What on earth was happening here?

      “Well, it’s like I said when we talked before, ma’am. We put in a few new shops and restaurants here. And a hotel, bigger than Cooper’s Inn. Nicer too, but please don’t tell the Coopers I said that.” He grinned. “Expand that boardwalk a bit so there’s more room for visitors to take in the water view. There’s plenty of open space here, and you need attractions. Things that will give people a reason to want to return over and over.”

      Charlie’s voice grew steadier as he warmed up to his pitch. “And then we start getting the word out to people with a bit of money that if they’re looking for a nice little beach vacation spot, they should forget about the usual spots like Atlantic City or Ocean City and try Tidepool.”

      “But you said you thought Tidepool could be as big as Ocean City.”

      “Sure it could, but not at first. We start slowly. Convince people that those other places are getting too big and busy and Tidepool’s where the people in the know, the truly fashionable set, head to when they need to get away.”

      Quentin began to cough. Sorrow glanced at him long enough to see that a deep red bloodstain bloomed in the center of the white bandage around his neck. It grew wider as he coughed. She took another large sip of her wine as something occurred to her.

      “Where’s your daughter, Mrs. Oliver?” she said, feeling the wine going to her head.

      Mrs. Oliver looked at her rather sharply as Quentin’s coughing grew louder.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Quentin mentioned you had a daughter. Where is she?”

      “Quentin, really. Go get yourself something to drink and do not return until you’ve stopped that awful hacking,” Mrs. Oliver snapped at her brother. She scowled at him until he left the room.

      “I’m afraid Lucy is not feeling well today, Miss Hamilton. She’s resting.”

      A crash from the kitchen nearly made Sorrow knock her wine across the ivory lace tablecloth. Mrs. Oliver slammed a hand on the table and turned towards the noise.

      “Quentin. What on earth are you doing in there?”

      There was no response. Sorrow wondered if he had staged another “prank.”

      “Please do excuse me for a moment. I apologize. Again.” Mrs. Oliver rose to her feet. The cold fury in her eyes made Sorrow’s dizziness return. She didn’t ever want that woman looking at her like that.

      “That’s quite all right,” Charlie said. Mrs. Oliver exited the dining room; the very air around her felt angry and displaced.

      “Sally, what do you say we get out of here?” Charlie whispered. “I’ve no idea what’s happening, but I don’t think we’re getting anything from her, and that brother of hers is putting me off my feed.”

      “Charlie, I want to ask her about Hal. Balt said he saw them leave the inn together while he was here.”

      Charlie sighed. “All right. But after that, we go. This has been a waste of time.”

      Mrs. Oliver spoke in a low, angry voice in the kitchen, and Quentin’s subdued voice answered her. The woman finally returned to the dining room.

      “I am very sorry about the interruption. My brother can be quite clumsy at times.”

      “Mrs. Oliver? Balt Cooper told me he saw my brother leave his tavern with you one night.” Sorrow knew she had blurted all that out rather inartfully, but she wanted to get it out before yet another thing distracted them.

      Mrs. Oliver looked at her with an expression Sorrow couldn’t read.

      “Your brother was quite interested in speaking to me about property development here, Miss Hamilton. You people from Baltimore do seem terribly keen on that.”

      “Did he say anything about where he was going when he left here?” Sorrow asked. “Did he mention anything about stopping anywhere else?”

      Quentin appeared behind Mrs. Oliver as Sorrow spoke. He said nothing, but he watched Sorrow with his sad, downturned eyes. Mrs. Oliver shot a glance at him over her shoulder before continuing.

      “He mentioned no plans, Miss Hamilton, but I believe he would have had to stop in Ocean City on the way back to Baltimore, yes? I assume you thought to look there?”

      “As I told Mr. Cooper, he might have chosen to spend some extra time there, but he would never have done it without sending word about where he was. Tidepool is the last place where there’s any record of him.”

      “I see.” Mrs. Oliver tented her fingers under her chin. “I’m afraid that I have no information that will help you, Miss Hamilton. I hadn’t heard that he was missing until you arrived here.”

      “This is an awfully small place for someone to just disappear, isn’t it?” Charlie asked.

      Mrs. Oliver spread her hands out.

      “Tidepool is indeed small, but the Atlantic Ocean is vast.”

      “And that means… what?” Sorrow asked, feeling her pulse quicken.

      “I don’t like to suggest that he might have met with misfortune there, but such sad things are not unheard of. He had imbibed a good bit of alcohol when I last saw him as he was leaving Cooper’s. If he chose to take a walk by the water in that state…”

      Sorrow fought off another bout of dizziness at Mrs. Oliver’s words. She would know, would have to know, if Henry was dead. They had been so connected throughout her life that it was impossible for her to think that anything so catastrophic could happen to him without her being aware of it, sensing something.

      A heavy silence descended over the room. Finally, Charlie broke it.

      “Well, Mrs. Oliver, we thank you very much for the lunch.” Which was rather funny, Sorrow thought, because as far as she could tell, nobody had eaten a bite. “But we need to get back to Cooper’s Inn. That marshal might be looking for us. Or Sorrow’s father. I’d rather face the marshal, personally.” He flashed one of his wide, winning smiles at Mrs. Oliver, who did not return it.

      “Mr. Sherman, I doubt very much the marshal will speak to you today. There’s no need to hurry back to Cooper’s.”

      “That’s gracious of you, but I’m not feeling well,” Sorrow said. “I need to return to my room and have a rest.”

      She could tell by the look on Mrs. Oliver’s face that she didn’t believe Sorrow, but Sorrow didn’t care. If the woman was going to offer no help about Henry and tell absurd tales about him falling drunkenly in the ocean, Sorrow had no interest in remaining here.

      “Sorry to rush, but perhaps we will meet up again at Cooper’s tonight.” Charlie offered Mrs. Oliver another unreturned smile.

      “Perhaps,” Mrs. Oliver said, sounding cold now. She walked them to the foyer, and after making abrupt goodbyes, closed the door somewhat loudly behind them.

      Sorrow stood on the pavement outside the Oliver house, her mind spinning.

      The stables. They were only a block and a half from here.

      “Good Lord almighty,” Charlie muttered as he stood beside her. “If that wasn’t one of the strangest lunches I’ve ever had. Sally? You all right?”

      Sorrow turned without a word and hurried in the direction of the stables.

      “Wait! Where are you going?” Charlie’s footsteps quickened as he hustled to keep up with her.

      “I’m getting the buggy and I’m leaving.”

      “What? Right now? But your things are still back in the inn.”

      “I have things in Baltimore.” Sorrow’s heart pounded in her ears as she walked. “I’d probably never get the stink of Tidepool out of what I brought with me anyhow.”

      “But the marshal—”

      “Is a useless idiot. He can’t keep us here. We’ve done nothing wrong and we’ve been charged with no crime. Let him come to Baltimore if he wishes to pursue this.”

      The stables came into view and Sorrow’s heart soared. At last, she was going to get out of Tidepool.

      “Are you coming with me?” she asked Charlie.

      Several expressions crossed his face in quick succession before he said “Sure. Of course I am.”

      But when they reached the stables, Sorrow’s hopes of escape were dashed. Again.

      “Sorry, miss.” The same older black man who she’d spoken to about Henry when she arrived in Tidepool shook his head when she asked for her buggy. “Marshal Lewis doesn’t want you going anywhere.”

      Frustration pounded in Sorrow’s head. “What do you mean?”

      The man shrugged; his deep brown eyes studied the stable floor. “He came by this morning. Told us not to let you go.”

      “But that’s an outrage!” Charlie said. “We’ve done nothing wrong.”

      “He can’t possibly keep us here,” Sorrow said.

      “Maybe he can’t,” said the stable hand. “But I still can’t help you.”

      Sorrow gripped her coin purse.

      “I’ll pay double your boarding fee. Triple. Just give us a buggy and a horse and say you never saw us.”

      “Sally…” Charlie sounded dubious.

      “No, miss,” the man said. He still couldn’t meet her eyes, and now he kept his face partially turned away from her. “Not worth my job to do that.”

      I’ll steal the horse and buggy, Sorrow thought wildly. What are they going to do about it? How could they really stop me?

      “Sally? This isn’t going to get us anywhere. Maybe we should leave.” Charlie put a hand on Sorrow’s shoulder.

      “They can’t just keep us here. They can’t.” The stable hand had completely turned his back on her by now.

      “Let’s go back to the inn and talk about this. Maybe the marshal has time to see us today, and that’ll be the end of all this.”

      The smell of manure mingled with the dead-fish reek of Tidepool seemed like further insult as Sorrow stalked out of the stables.

      “I’ll walk,” she said. “I’ll just walk out of this hole. By the time they realize I’m gone, it’ll be too late to catch me.”

      “Sally, come on.” Charlie tugged at her arm. “Where do you think you’re going to go?”

      She shook his hand off. “Away from here.”

      “There’s nothing but trees, grass, and sand from here until Ocean City. Where do you think you’re going to eat? Rest? And it won’t take the marshal long to catch you if he’s on horseback and you’re on foot. And that’s assuming someone else doesn’t get you. You can’t know who might be out there.”

      She knew he was right, but she couldn’t let go of the idea of freedom, of putting this horrible place and its horrible people behind her.

      “Look, Sally, it’s been a trying day. Might as well go back to the inn and try to get a bit of rest. We can think about what to do from there.” He started to guide her back towards Cooper’s.

      Feeling defeated, she followed him.

      They both sped up as they passed Mrs. Oliver’s mansion again. Sorrow half expected the woman to come running out and try to drag them back into the house.

      As if he knew what she was thinking, Charlie spoke up.

      “Strange folks, those Olivers, eh? The boy’s a bizarre one, but I’m not sure the woman’s much better.”

      “I’m astonished she let us leave,” Sorrow said, half laughing, trying to find some humor in their situation. “I was expecting her to brick us up in a wall.”

      “Why would a woman with that kind of money stay in a pit like this? Maybe no other town will let those two hang around.”

      Sorrow snickered, even though none of this was at all funny. “I think perhaps you should cross Tidepool off your list of places to develop.”

      “Don’t worry, Sally. If we get out of here alive, I’m never setting foot in the place again. They don’t want us here, and I don’t want to be here. Everyone will be happy once we’re gone.”

      “I told you not to call me Sally,” Sorrow said, feeling lightheaded and silly. Perhaps the wine and lack of food were going to her head.

      “What can I do? I told you, the name Sorrow doesn’t suit you one bit.” Charlie stopped walking and looked at her. “One could call Mrs. Oliver something like that, perhaps. But not you. Don’t know what your father could have been thinking, giving you a name like that. It’s gloomy, and you’re anything but.”

      He sounded terribly earnest, and Sorrow blushed as he took one of her hands.

      “I’m very glad you showed up, Charlie,” she said, feeling slightly emboldened from the wine. “I’m not sure I would have been able to hold on to my mind here if you hadn’t come.”

      “We’re going to find out what happened to Hal. We are,” he said, looking into her eyes earnestly and squeezing her hand. “And I believe he’s out there, perfectly fine. But … perhaps when we’re both home, I could call on you more often? I’ve not enjoyed much about this Tidepool trip, but I have enjoyed the time with you.”

      Sorrow tried very hard not to dissolve into giggles. She’d always thought Charlie Sherman was quite attractive. It had never once dawned on her that Charlie might be thinking the same thing about her.

      “I’d like that, Charlie. Very much.” They stood on Water Street and stared at each other for a moment, smiling.

      “I reckon we should be heading back,” Charlie said finally. “I don’t suppose Naomi Cooper might have some lunch available. Quentin’s little joke turned my stomach at the time, but I’m hungry now.”

      Sorrow, still thinking of the gaping and bloody wound in Quentin’s neck, couldn’t fathom the idea of eating.

      “Charlie, was Tidepool like this the last time you were here?”

      “Good lord, no. The people here seemed a little close-minded and wary of strangers, but no, it wasn’t like this at all. I’d have written the place off at once if I’d known what they had in store for us this time around.”

      They parted back at Cooper’s. Balt and Naomi both emerged from the tavern when Charlie and Sorrow entered the inn. Sorrow wondered if she was imagining that both Coopers looked rather surprised to see them; they glanced at each other with raised eyebrows.

      “Say there, Mrs. Cooper. Is it too late to get some lunch?” Charlie asked.

      “Lunch? But I thought you were eating with Mrs. Oliver.”

      “Oh, we did. But I’ve still got a bit of an appetite. I’m a growing boy, you know.”

      He slapped his belly, and Sorrow was surprised to hear Naomi laugh at that as she headed upstairs. She hadn’t known either Cooper was capable of laughing.

      And as Sorrow climbed the stairs to her room and thought about their situation, she had never felt less like laughter. She closed the door to her room and lay on the bed, still fully dressed. She wanted to cry, or to get up again and kick things. Maybe both at once.

      Not only had the lunch with Mrs. Oliver been the stuff of nightmares, but Sorrow was no closer to knowing what had happened to Hal. And Mrs. Oliver knew something about it; Sorrow had no doubt about that after overhearing her odd conversation with Balt Cooper.

      She couldn’t get information from anyone about her brother, and yet she couldn’t leave Tidepool. That idiotic little marshal had seen to it. She’d never felt so helpless, and she hated it. Tidepool pressed in on her from all sides; she was hemmed in by the ocean and the dunes and woods that surrounded the town. She couldn’t get a horse and buggy to take the one road leading out of the place, and fleeing on foot seemed impractical and unwise.

      She briefly thought of swimming for it. She’d have to reach another beach eventually, wouldn’t she? The idea, as ridiculous as it was, held a faint appeal.

      But she wanted to ask Mrs. Oliver what she’d been talking about when she’d mentioned “the Lords Below” to Balt. And there was that sign at the cemetery. How were these things all connected?

      She rubbed her forehead. She’d been completely thrown off her game from the start of the luncheon when they’d come across Quentin in his ghastly state. And what on earth had that been about? Forget about the fact that his bloody neck wound looked horribly real. Who would pull such a prank?

      What if it wasn’t a prank? What if…

      The madness of this town was getting to her. Sorrow got up and started pacing the tiny room, trying to clear her head.

      As much as she didn’t want to see that dreadful mansion ever again, she still wanted to confront Mrs. Oliver.

      And while Sorrow could wait until that woman arrived at the tavern tonight and then descend on her looking for answers, she didn’t want to. She suspected Mrs. Oliver would be unlikely to say anything of use while surrounded by other people.

      Perhaps she’d continue to say nothing of use while in her home. But Sorrow had to try. If she was being forced to stay in this damnable place until someone else decided she could leave, the people of Tidepool could start giving her real answers about her brother.

      Sorrow brushed her hair and pondered the idea for a few more moments, wondering what, if anything, she should tell Charlie.

      He’d never want to go back to Mrs. Oliver’s house, she knew. And he’d likely try to talk her out of it. She wasn’t even sure she’d want him to come along anyhow. She’d come to find that Charlie had a way of making her head spin, scattering whatever ideas she had, disrupting everything.

      And it is his fault I’m still here. As much as she enjoyed him, she hadn’t forgotten that.

      That settled it, then. She needed to confront Mrs. Oliver, and she needed to do it without Charlie to confuse things.

      Resigned to her plan, she rearranged her hair, smoothed her clothing, and walked downstairs very carefully, trying to avoid making the stairs creak.

      Charlie’s voice rang out from the tavern, regaling someone with tales of Baltimore. She held her breath and slipped past the open tavern entrance as quickly as possible, hoping nobody would see her or call out her name. She glimpsed Charlie and noted that he was sitting with his back to the windows that overlooked the street, and she thanked God for that small favor.

      Outside, she moved up Water Street as quickly as possible, avoiding the glances of passersby. The day had gone gray and gloomy again. It already seemed like years ago that she had noticed the sunlight sparkling on the Atlantic, and even longer still that she had seen the body of the mutilated fisherman on the beach.

      She climbed the steep hill until she was at Mrs. Oliver’s house again. She stared up at the looming mansion for a moment, steeling her nerve, and then walked up the steps to the front entrance.

      Somehow, she wasn’t even the least bit surprised to notice that the iron door knocker was in the shape of a leering gargoyle head. Its tongue poked out of its grinning, toothy mouth as if it had just told some sort of wonderfully filthy joke.

      Of course the Olivers would want something grotesque like that to be the first thing a visitor to their home saw. Of course they would.

      She raised the knocker and rapped three times. The noise echoed on the porch. Nobody answered her knock.

      She rapped three more times. Still no response.

      A terrible idea occurred to her, and once she caught hold of it, she couldn’t let it go: What if she were to go in Mrs. Oliver’s house and explore on her own?

      What on earth do you think you’ll find, Sorrow? she asked herself. Henry, imprisoned somewhere? A signed confession? The idea was ridiculous. And quite possibly dangerous.

      And yet, once it occurred to her, she couldn’t leave without giving it a try. She turned the knob, holding her breath. It gave no resistance, and she slipped inside.

      “Hello?” she called. If Mrs. Oliver caught her right now, she could still pass this off as a casual visit.

      “Mrs. Oliver? Quentin?”

      Still no response. The house smelled of the same salty, fishy odor that the rest of Tidepool did. She wondered if the natives were so used to it that it no longer struck them as unpleasant; she couldn’t imagine ever getting used to such a pervasive reek.

      She crept through the foyer, stopping at the painting of the cruelly handsome man that dominated the entryway. He glared down at Sorrow with his bone-chilling expression. She leaned over and read the plate at the bottom of the frame.

      SIMEON OLIVER

      1799-1851

      A forebear of Mrs. Oliver’s late husband, then. His heavy dark brows and black suit made him look like an old-fashioned undertaker, Sorrow thought. But he had the dark, pitiless eyes of a shark. Much like Mrs. Oliver’s.

      The parlor showed no signs of the ghastly scene that had greeted Sorrow and Charlie earlier in the day. The room looked completely ordinary, although somewhat dusty in the dim lamplight. She spotted more cobwebs up in the high corners of the room. Heavy wooden furniture sat around a worn red oriental rug. Another painting, this one of a young girl and a younger boy, hung over the red velvet sofa. The boy sat in a wooden armchair. The girl stood over him, a hand placed protectively on his shoulder.

      The girl’s face reminded Sorrow of Mrs. Oliver, and she moved closer to read the date in the lower right corner of the portrait.

      1827.

      More ancestors then, ancestors who looked strangely familiar. Sorrow looked more closely at the children.

      And she shuddered. Those large dark eyes, pitiless in the girl and sad in the boy, must be a family trait, she thought. It was uncanny how much Mrs. Oliver and her brother resembled these two children. The boy even had Quentin’s downturned eyes.

      Uncanny and rather eerie. Cold fingers began to pluck at the back of Sorrow’s neck. The more she stared at the painting, the more certain she felt that she was looking at Mrs. Oliver and Quentin as children.

      But that simply couldn’t be. These people would be far too old, and almost certainly no longer alive by now.

      “Are you looking for something, Miss Hamilton?”

      Ada Oliver’s ice cold voice nearly stopped Sorrow’s heart.
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          MRS. OLIVER’S DAUGHTER

        

      

    

    
      “Mrs. Oliver,” Sorrow said, trying to keep a quaver out of her voice. “I was looking for you.”

      “And you have found me.” The woman’s expression could have frozen water. “Are you in the habit of creeping around people’s homes uninvited?”

      “I called out for someone when I entered.”

      “And when you received no response, you felt free to enter my home and begin snooping. Is that how things are done back in Baltimore?”

      Think, Sorrow. Think.

      “This is a very important matter, Mrs. Oliver. I did not want to leave here without speaking to you.”

      Mrs. Oliver looked unmoved. “And what might that important matter be?”

      Sorrow drew a deep breath and steeled herself.

      “I think you know what happened to my brother.”

      “I have already told you that I do not, Miss Hamilton.”

      “I don’t believe you. I heard what you were saying to Balt Cooper. About ‘the Lords Below.’”

      And now she’d done it. It was out. Perhaps Mrs. Oliver raised one eyebrow slightly, but she had no further visible reaction to Sorrow’s accusation.

      “People in Tidepool come up with strange stories to pass the time.”

      Sorrow sighed. “That’s not an answer, Mrs. Oliver, and I don’t believe you and Mr. Cooper were just telling stories to each other. Do you know what happened to Henry, or don’t you? You can tell me, or you can explain it to the detectives my father will be sending here.”

      Mrs. Oliver’s upper lip curled into a sneer.

      “There are things going on in this town that outsiders will never understand. I believe you have been told before that pursuing this issue is very unwise.”

      The implied threat sparked hot anger in Sorrow’s chest. “I’m looking for my brother, Mrs. Oliver, and I won’t stop just because you say so. I had no mother, and Hal has been the world to me throughout my life. And causing harm to a visitor to your town and expecting it to go unnoticed strikes me as very unwise.”

      Something in Mrs. Oliver’s gaze wavered for just a second. It looked like concern. She almost seemed human, Sorrow thought.

      But then it was as if something closed itself up behind the woman’s dark eyes.

      “You have been warned,” Mrs. Oliver said finally. “Do you truly want to know what happened to your brother here? Does he mean that much to you?”

      “For god’s sake, yes. That’s what I’ve been asking for since I got here.”

      “And you pursue this of your own free will?”

      “Yes,” Sorrow snapped again. “Who else’s will do you think I’d be following here? Stop wasting time and tell me what happened.”

      “Very well. I assure you that I did not kill him,” Mrs. Oliver said. “For the rest of it, I have something I must show you.”

      “Fine. Let’s see it.” Sorrow’s body tingled all over. Despite the brave tone she took, she wasn’t sure she wanted to see what Mrs. Oliver was about to show her. What if it was whatever was left of her brother?

      No. She had to stop thinking like that. Her head began to spin again.

      “Come with me.” Mrs. Oliver turned and walked out of the parlor, and Sorrow followed. They passed the kitchen, which Sorrow noted looked barren and barely used. Mrs. Oliver stopped and opened the door to her cellar.

      “Go in there, please. That is where you’ll find the answers to where your brother has gone.”

      “You first,” Sorrow said.

      “I cannot accompany you down there.”

      “That’s silly. It’s your house. Why can’t you go down?”

      Mrs. Oliver jabbed a finger at the stairs. “Miss Hamilton, if you go in the cellar, you will learn what became of your brother. If you do not, I cannot help you any further. The answer to your question is down there, for you alone to discover.”

      Sorrow was no idiot, and she knew. She knew that going into that cellar was madness. She knew it was entirely possible Mrs. Oliver would trap her down there and allow her to starve to death. She knew there was no good, intelligent, or sane reason to do this frightening woman’s bidding.

      But she couldn’t bear not knowing what had happened to Henry, and that decided her. She’d face whatever was down there when it came. She was more determined than Mrs. Oliver, or anyone else in Tidepool, could ever suspect. She had stolen away from Father and her home to get here, after all.

      Sorrow walked into the cellar, easing her way down the rickety staircase and trailing a hand along the damp wall. As soon as she had descended the dim cellar steps, the door slammed shut behind her. Just as she had expected.

      A tiny sliver of light came into the cellar from a window that was too far up for Sorrow to access if need be. But the rest of the cellar was terribly dark. And dank. And that stench of rotting fish was becoming overpowering.

      Sorrow took a deep breath and exhaled, trying to not let the panic take her.

      “Well?” she called up, in case Mrs. Oliver lurked at the door. “I’m waiting, Mrs. Oliver. What information shall I find down here?” She hoped that sounded sufficiently un-intimidated.

      This is ridiculous, she told herself. She began feeling around the walls, trying to locate a lamp. Or something she could use as a tool, or even a weapon. She felt nothing but damp wood beneath her trailing fingers.

      And then she froze for a moment. She was certain she had heard someone breathing.

      “Hello?” she called out. No response. She could hear only her own beating heart as it began to speed up.

      “Hal? Are you here?” Her voice quavered now.

      And then there was a splashing sound nearby, as if someone were emerging from a bathtub. Was the basement someone’s living space? But who would bathe in complete darkness?

      Somewhere in the cellar, a door creaked open. Sorrow bit her lip to stifle a shriek.

      “Who’s there?”

      And now she heard it clearly: ragged, peculiar breathing that didn’t sound as if it came from a human being. And then footsteps, wet and squelchy like moist feet on a dry floor after a rain. Shish-shish. Shish-shish.

      “Hal?” Sorrow said again. “Is that you? Who’s there?” She began fumbling around in the dark, trailing her fingertips along the wall and trying to find the cellar steps. The jagged breathing drew closer, and that dead fish smell grew oppressive enough to make Sorrow want to be sick on the cellar floor.

      Sorrow stumbled over something in the heavy darkness and landed on her hands and knees with a shriek, and the wet footsteps sped up.

      As she struggled to her feet, something grabbed her left arm.

      “No! Let me go!” She lashed out and struck at what held her, but the person simply pulled her closer.

      “Hal?”

      And then the person spoke quietly as the squelchy footsteps came within inches of Sorrow.

      “Lucy! Go back to your room. Now.”

      Quentin had her. She could see the outline of the hand he held up to…something. A shadowed shape loomed directly in front of them, and that thing was the source of the ragged breathing. And then its head seemed to unhinge itself as it hissed.

      “Go, Lucy. Leave her alone!”

      “Lucy?” Sorrow whispered.

      Quentin let out a stream of words in a language Sorrow had never heard and did not recognize. But whatever they were, they had quite an effect on the creature in front of them. The thing hissed again, sending out odors of stagnant saltwater and rotting fish. Sorrow cursed the darkness, wishing she could clearly see what was threatening her.

      And then the thing turned and slunk away. The squelching footsteps faded. A door in the basement slammed shut.

      Sorrow let out a deep, shaky breath. She realized that she was clutching Quentin rather tightly, and she snatched her hands back.

      “Quentin? What the hell is happening down here? What was that?”

      “Lucy,” he said.

      “That thing is Mrs. Oliver’s daughter? How?”

      “Why did you come back here?” Quentin grabbed her wrist and started tugging her along the cellar floor. Sorrow attempted to pull her hand away from his, but Quentin hauled her implacably towards something.

      He let her go and she heard a lock unlatching. The sound of a squealing hinge pierced the gloom in the basement, and blessed daylight streamed through an open storm door.

      “I told you to leave before,” he said, his profile outlined in the daylight. “You shouldn’t have come back here, but now you need to go. Hurry, before Ada notices you’re not dead.”

      “Quentin,” Sorrow breathed. “Did that thing… did that thing kill my brother?”

      “Yes,” he said. “And it will be you next. Now go. Never come back to this house.” He gave Sorrow one last push out the door and then shut it behind her before she could say anything else.

      She ran up the dirt steps leading out of the cellar, and she continued running. She hoped Mrs. Oliver didn’t spot her as she tore through their yard towards Water Street.

      The sight of the enormous cemetery slammed Quentin’s words into her heart as she ran past it.

      Henry.

      Hal was dead. She didn’t understand most of what had just happened, but Mrs. Oliver was hiding a monster in the cellar, and the monster had killed her brother, had almost taken her too.

      Her calves burned as she ran down Water Street toward Cooper’s. The tears pooling in her eyes made it difficult for her to see.

      What the hell was Ada Oliver? What kind of a woman could do such things? There was going to be a reckoning when Sorrow returned to Baltimore. She would persuade Father to send whoever and whatever he could to this place and jail the entire miserable town if that was what it took to get justice for her poor, dear Hal. Her tightening throat made it hard to breathe as she ran.

      Cooper’s Inn drew into sight and she barreled through the front door and straight into Balt Cooper, who nearly tumbled backwards as he caught her.

      “Miss Hamilton! What on earth is the matter?” he said.

      “Mr. Cooper, Mrs. Oliver just tried to kill me!”

      Heads swiveled around from the tavern. Sorrow did not see Charlie’s among them, and she felt a note of panic.

      “Now really. There must be some misunderstanding,” Balt said, putting his hands on her shoulders.

      “Of course there isn’t! She locked me in the cellar with… I don’t even know what it was. Some ungodly, foul creature. She calls it her daughter.” Low voices and murmurs came from the tavern now.

      “I don’t understand,” Balt said.

      “What’s not to understand? Mrs. Oliver killed my brother. She tried to kill me. I’m certain now that she was responsible for that slaughtered man on the beach this morning.”

      Balt looked at her oddly. He didn’t, Sorrow noticed, look all that surprised to be told that a prominent citizen of his town was a murderess.

      “But it’s just very strange,” he said at last. “Ada Oliver doesn’t usually go after women.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

          GOING TO CHURCH

        

      

    

    
      Sorrow’s stomach turned cold and she wrenched herself free from his hands.

      “You knew this was going on? And you allow it? Aren’t you afraid of what she’ll do to you?”

      Balt studied her face and then shook his head.

      “Miss Hamilton, you have no idea what’s going on here. You may think you know, but I tell you that you do not. If you come with me, I will explain.”

      “Balt?” Naomi called to her husband from behind the bar. “You’re not leaving me alone here for dinner, are you?” She gestured around the tavern, which was already filling up with patrons.

      “Be back in a bit, Naomi. I need to discuss something with Miss Hamilton.”

      Naomi didn’t like that at all, Sorrow noticed. She folded her plump arms over her chest and narrowed her dark eyes.

      “Follow me,” Balt said, gesturing to the door. Sorrow, remembering what had happened when she had heard those same words earlier that day, wouldn’t move.

      “Absolutely not. Whatever you have to tell me, do it here.”

      “Miss Hamilton, it’s important that I show you. I promise you that I’ve no intention of harming you. Not with your father’s detectives on their way.” His lips turned up in a smile that Sorrow didn’t find the least bit reassuring.

      Sorrow’s mind churned. She had no reason to trust this man, and no reason to believe he didn’t have another Lucy-type creature hiding somewhere, waiting to finish the job that Mrs. Oliver’s dreadful “daughter” had not.

      And yet, she still burned keenly to know what was going on in Tidepool. She had one piece of the puzzle, knowing what Mrs. Oliver harbored in her house. And Balt was offering her the other half. Possibly. At long last, these damnably stubborn people were opening up.

      But knowing what had happened would do her no good if they murdered her too.

      “Miss Hamilton? Are you coming?”

      “Where is Charlie? I’d like him to come with us.”

      “He’s having a lie-down in his room. Asked not to be disturbed.”

      Sorrow pondered that. She wanted very much to have him with her in case Balt attempted to complete what Ada Oliver had started. But on the other hand, Charlie had a way of distracting everyone that could ruin her chance of finally getting answers.

      “Then I want to leave him a note.”

      Balt sighed. “I tell you again that you will come to no harm with me. You may leave a note if you wish, but if you are doing so to leave a trail for him to follow, it’s not needed.”

      Sorrow asked for a piece of paper and wrote out a note anyhow.

      “Charlie— much to discuss when you wake up. If I am not here, it’s because I’ve gone somewhere with Balt Cooper, and if you can’t find me later on, he will know where I am and what happened to me. Don’t let him lie to you.”

      She folded up the note, hurried upstairs, and slid the paper under Charlie’s door. That done, she returned downstairs to Balt.

      “Very well. I shall probably regret this, but lead on.”

      Balt exhaled and left the tavern. Sorrow followed him as he headed up Water Street and turned right on Hallows Road, leading them right past that enormous cemetery. Sorrow had never been particularly fearful of graveyards, but the endless weathered headstones reaching back as far as she could see in the twilight unnerved her. And she wondered why Balt might be taking her to this particular place.

      “Where are we going, Mr. Cooper?”

      “To church.”

      Church? What on earth could a church have to do with the goings on in Tidepool? She felt a slight twinge of guilt thinking of how infrequently she had been to church herself in the last year. Her father attended Westminster Presbyterian Church regularly, but she herself felt no such obligation towards it. The lives of the people around her seemed to ebb, flow, improve, or decline without any obvious correlation to how often they presented themselves at a service, she had observed. Nor did frequent attendance seem to correspond in any way with a person’s kindness or generosity.

      However, she had to wonder: if God existed, could He intervene in a town like this?

      It was nearly dark outside now, and a lamplighter used a long, skinny pole to illuminate the streetlamps. There was little sound other than the steady noise of the ocean. Sorrow suppressed a shiver as she trailed Balt; she expected Mrs. Oliver’s repulsive creature to come flying out of the shadows at any time and attempt to finish her off. The hulking dark shape of the woman’s house loomed over the town in the night. A light shone from one window, but the rest of the place looked empty.

      “Here we are,” Balt said at last.

      From the outside, the church looked like all the other shabby wooden buildings that lined Tidepool. Even in the encroaching darkness, Sorrow noticed a sagging shutter and wood that appeared to be buckling from the town’s constant dampness. Balt pushed the door open and fumbled for a lamp. He lit it and motioned for Sorrow to follow him.

      Inside, the church looked as barren and unimpressive as everything else in Tidepool. Rows of shabby pews were bisected by a center aisle. A wooden table that Sorrow supposed was meant to be an altar of some sort sat at the front of the room. A faint scent of recently extinguished candles hung in the air, but that not-unpleasant smell was almost obscured by the familiar Tidepool stink of rotting fish.

      And then she looked up and covered her mouth with a hand.

      Skeletons hung suspended from the ceiling of the church, but they were unlike any skeletons Sorrow had ever seen in anatomy class. Some looked like giant fish that had arms with long, taloned fingers. Some resembled human skeletons, but with heads that looked utterly inhuman—elongated, with giant eye sockets and teeth that appeared to line up in columns rather than rows.

      And one, perhaps eleven feet long, looked like a human with an enormous head and unnaturally long, curved, weapon-like arms. All the creatures cast eerie, flickering shadows on the walls and floor.

      Sorrow stared at the hanging skeletons until looking upward for so long made her feel dizzy. She focused on Balt.

      “What is this, Mr. Cooper? What are these things?”

      Balt approached one of the paintings that lined the church walls.

      “See here, miss.”

      Sorrow approached the painting and looked. And then she blinked, and looked again.

      The painting depicted a beach that looked very much like Tidepool Beach, but something terrible was happening on its sands. A man in plain brown clothing was being brutally slashed apart by … what on earth was that? Sorrow first thought it was a green man, but no men had bulging black eyes like that. Or fishlike lips that flanked razor-sharp, bloodstained teeth. Or spiny backs. Or claws on their fingers, which was what the creature used to rip open its victim.

      Several other people lay behind them on the beach, all of them torn open and very obviously dead. The artist had made liberal use of red paint, Sorrow noted. And more of those bizarre fishlike creatures could be seen emerging from the waters.

      Sorrow felt ill.

      “I don’t understand,” she told Balt. “That’s a ghastly work, but what has it to do with what’s happening now?”

      Balt motioned her to move to the next painting.

      It appeared to be of the same beach. Green tentacles extended out of the water, pulling on people who were clearly losing the struggle to stay on land. Their tiny faces contorted in horror or agony—perhaps both. Blood poured from the places where the tentacles made contact with human flesh.

      The third painting Balt showed Sorrow depicted no horrible creatures, but was chilling nonetheless. The artist had written “The Dead of Tidepool” at the top of the painting, and the picture itself depicted lifeless bodies, almost too many to count, lining the beach. The sand itself was tinged pink. And the water … the water appeared to be blood red.

      Sorrow had expected more than just an art show, and her patience began to wear thin.

      “Mr. Cooper, whatever is the point of this grotesque exhibit? Did Mrs. Oliver do all these things? Did she somehow cause them to happen?”

      Bart shook his head.

      “No, Miss Hamilton. Ada Oliver is saving us from all these things.”

      Sorrow thought that she couldn’t have heard him correctly.

      “Saving you? Didn’t I tell you what happened at her home today?”

      “You did indeed. And I’m telling you, what she does is necessary. She must give up an occasional sacrifice to the water. It keeps these things” —and he swept an arm around the room, encompassing all the bones and all the paintings— “from happening again. Mrs. Oliver is all that stands between Tidepool and the creatures who would slaughter all of us and destroy our town.”

      Sorrow’s head spun at this news. She sat down heavily in a pew.

      “Is that what she’s telling you? You can’t possibly believe that.”

      “If it were only her word to go on, I’m sure I wouldn’t,” Balt replied. “But my family has lived in Tidepool for a long time. My older relatives remembered what things were like before she was here. Those who didn’t flee the town when they heard the Lords coming…well…” He indicated the gruesome paintings.

      “And that’s why you have this… church? To convert the doubters?”

      “I suppose that’s one way of looking at it.” Balt stood in front of her pew. “This is the place where those residents who have reached adulthood, or who’ve moved here from other places, meet Mrs. Oliver and learn who she is and what she must do. If they don’t want to remain in Tidepool under these circumstances, they are free to leave as long as they agree to never tell anyone what goes on here.”

      Sorrow took that in, certain that she must be going slightly mad to treat this story as anything other than laughable. Would Cooper attempt to extract that same promise from her? What would he do about it if she broke it as soon as she returned to Baltimore?

      “But why her? What exactly does Mrs. Oliver do to … to protect everyone?”

      “I thought you might have figured it out already.” Balt sounded disappointed. “She can speak to the creatures that live in the waters. She can give them what they need. If they get what they want, they’ll stay in the ocean, and the people of Tidepool will be safe.”

      “And what is it they need?” Sorrow suspected she already knew the answer, but she wanted to hear it from him.

      “They need what you saw this morning when you ran out to the beach. They need blood. And flesh. Tributes.”

      Sorrow was slightly nauseated as she pictured what had been left of that fisherman out on the sand. She felt as if the skeletal creatures hanging from the ceiling were staring down at her with their hollow eye sockets. The flickering lamplight made them look as if they were twitching, trying to break loose from the wires that bound them and get to her.

      “But that’s horrible. I don’t know much about that man, but surely he has family somewhere.”

      “That fisherman did himself no favors here, as you and Mr. Sherman heard. His behavior was selfish and reckless and resulted in the suicide of our shopkeeper’s poor daughter, and he was quite foolish to ever come back to Tidepool.”

      Sorrow’s anger flared.

      “And you’re all right with that? If the occasional passerby gets murdered, it’s fine as long as it’s not you?”

      Balt blinked his watery eyes and reached a hand around the back of his neck.

      “It isn’t that simple.”

      “What could be simpler? You let strangers be murdered to save your own skin. If it bothered you, you’d leave.”

      He stared at the wooden floor before continuing.

      “Once we agree to stay, we’re bound to the town. If we try to leave after that, the creatures come after us. They will get their tribute, one way or another.”

      “Then I don’t see how Mrs. Oliver offers you a real choice at all.”

      “That agreement isn’t Mrs. Oliver’s doing, miss. She does what she can to protect us all from a worse fate.”

      “By allowing some of you to be killed once in a while?”

      “She rarely goes after townspeople. Tidepool gets enough visitors that she seldom has to.”

      Visitors. Hal. Sorrow’s stomach began to churn. “How long has this been going on, Mr. Cooper?”

      “The massacre shown here was in 1855, or thereabouts. Mrs. Oliver arrived not long after. She was already working to contain the creatures when I was born here.”

      And now Sorrow was deeply confused.

      “But that simply isn’t possible. Mrs. Oliver would have to be a very old woman by now, and most likely dead.”

      Balt nodded. “Indeed. We don’t claim to understand it, but she and her brother appear to grow no older, although they have been in Tidepool longer than I have and are both in their elder years by now.”

      Sorrow remembered the portrait of the children in Mrs. Oliver’s house.

      “And that doesn’t disturb you? Or anyone else?”

      Her questions were beginning to irritate him, she could tell. He scowled and let out a sigh.

      “Miss Hamilton, it truly doesn’t matter to us if she doesn’t show her age the way the rest of us do. She has kept her word and protected Tidepool from the massacres that used to happen here. As long as nobody attempts to harm her—or worse—we will remain safe.”

      “Oh? And what if someone does harm her?”

      Balt shook his head. “If any harm comes to her and causes her to be unable to fulfill her duty, her covenant with Tidepool is over, and the Lords will rise out of the ocean. Many lives will be lost, but it won’t stop there this time. Our town, the only home most of us have ever known, will be destroyed. If that covenant is broken, those creatures will wipe Tidepool completely off the map for their revenge.”

      If ye give not willingly, the Lords will rise.

      So that was what this odd saying referred to.

      “You say she offers people the chance to leave. Why in God’s name would anyone stay here, knowing what could happen?”

      Balt tilted his head sideways before continuing. “My family’s inn has been a part of Tidepool for a very long time. Life in this town is what we know. As for why others stay, I can’t say for certain. But we’ve noticed over the years that storms that have destroyed other shoreside towns have left Tidepool untouched. There’s always abundant fish in our waters.”

      “That’s it? People stay because of weather and fish?”

      “Oh, no. Mrs. Oliver’s protection goes beyond just saving us from the Lords Below. I’ve heard tell that during the Civil War, she paid the fees for the men here who didn’t want to go off to fight. The folks here would never have been able to afford that on their own. And when an agent came nosing around here trying to bully young men into enlisting… ”

      Balt didn’t finish the sentence. He didn’t have to.

      “And what about me? Am I next? She already tried to finish me off today.”

      His voice grew stern. “If she’s had just about enough of you, it’s because you and your friend don’t understand a thing about Tidepool, and your constant threats to bring in more outsiders are putting the entire town in terrible danger.”

      Sorrow stood up again. Something burned inside her.

      “Mrs. Oliver should have thought about that before she chose my brother as one of her ‘sacrifices’.”

      To her surprise, Balt nodded.

      “And I told her that. It’s unlike her to be so reckless in her choice of sacrifice. A wealthy person from a major city who was sure to be missed struck me as a very unwise target, and indeed, I was right.”

      Balt’s impersonal words, as if Henry had been an object rather than a human being, bothered Sorrow. “My brother, Mr. Cooper. You’re talking about my brother.”

      “I understand. She warned me that the creatures in the water grow restless, and she has no choice but to obey them. Although I don’t know exactly what happened to him, I do fear that your brother was in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      The tears that had been threatening on and off all day returned to Sorrow’s eyes as she thought about Henry spending his last days in this horrid place, and the things he might have endured here. Had Mrs. Oliver truly turned him over to that revolting Lucy creature in her basement, or had he simply been slashed to ribbons and left to wash up on Tidepool Beach, his flesh stripped from his skeleton like a picked-over carcass after a meal?

      “Miss Hamilton, I am truly sorry for your brother’s disappearance. I know you didn’t believe me when I told you this before, but it’s the truth. I know what you must be feeling, and I know it is not easy.”

      “You can’t possibly know what this feels like,” Sorrow snapped.

      “But I do. My own older brother disappeared and then washed up on Tidepool Beach ten years ago. He was a drunkard who abandoned his wife and children. I hated the thought of losing him to the creatures in the water, but he refused to change his ways. I wasn’t terribly surprised when he caught the eye of Mrs. Oliver. Indeed, I had tried to warn him it would happen.”

      Sorrow nearly felt faint. “What? And yet you still allow Mrs. Oliver in your tavern? You treat her like an honored guest, not a murderess.”

      “She is an honored guest,” Balt remonstrated. “Especially to Naomi and me. When Naomi and I first fell in love, well, some of the folks in town weren’t happy.” Balt shuddered visibly at the memory. “Not happy at all. Called me some pretty horrible names. Threatened to burn down my inn. And they talked about the terrible things they wanted to do to Naomi, too. She was afraid to leave our rooms.

      “But Naomi was kind to Quentin, and Mrs. Oliver liked that. She let it be known that anyone who tried to start trouble for me and my wife—that’s what she calls Naomi now, even though we can’t really get married—would answer to her. And she’s been as good as her word.”

      The room started to waver around Sorrow. It occurred to her that she hadn’t eaten since her unappetizing breakfast, and yet she could not remember a time when she felt less like eating anything.

      “This entire town is insane,” she said.

      “This entire town is safe. Your continued presence here is putting that all in jeopardy,” Balt said.

      “My continued presence here was hardly my idea, Mr. Cooper, as you well know. Your very own marshal ordered us to stay put. I believe you were there when he did so.”

      Balt rubbed his forehead, as if he were trying to work something out.

      “Miss Hamilton? You have not asked for my advice, but I offer it anyhow. Take the Sherman fellow who came here for you and leave as soon as possible. Tonight, even.”

      “Do you think we haven’t already tried? The stables won’t give us a buggy. The marshal told them not to.”

      Balt thought about that for a moment. “I’ll speak with Thomas tonight. If I explain the danger we are all in at this moment, I’m sure he’ll be willing to look the other way. And I’ll deal with Lewis tomorrow.”

      His voice grew stronger.

      “Go back to Baltimore and tell your family that you found no trace of your brother here. And for your own sake, and for all our sakes, let the matter rest there.”

      Sorrow shook her head. “Mr. Cooper, I cannot just accept that my brother was slaughtered like some sacrificial animal here.”

      “You have no choice but to accept it, miss, as painful as it must be. Your only choice now is to ask yourself if you are willing to doom an entire town just to get justice for him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

          SIMEON OLIVER TAKES A WIFE

        

      

    

    
      Mrs. Ada Oliver

      1817-1851

      

      I always hated being by the water, even before I drowned in 1851.

      My fear of water began when my mother, intending a brief swim, was swept away in a river by our Virginia home shortly after Quentin was born. After her death, my father, who worked long hours to maintain the wealth he had built up as a banker, entrusted us to a succession of governesses. Although we still lived close to the river, I struggled and screamed whenever anyone attempted to take me there, and they eventually gave up trying.

      And then my father was thrown from a carriage and died of his injuries in my sixteenth year. Quentin, only ten at the time, and I were alone in the world.

      But not for long.

      My father, who had been young and healthy, had made no provisions for our care. He had dismissed our governesses when I turned fifteen. And neither of our parents had any living relatives who were in any position to take us.

      I believed that I would be raising Quentin and myself with Father’s money, but that changed when one of Father’s friends, Mr. Simeon Oliver, began paying us regular visits. His wife had died of consumption some years before, and he had spent many hours with Father, Quentin and me since that sad day.

      He showed up at our door bringing meals and other provisions for us, and he claimed to be quite concerned about how the two of us would get on without Father or any other sort of parental figure in the house.

      I always found Mr. Oliver quite handsome. He had long wavy black hair he wore swept back from his face, and very intense dark eyes. I had known him since I was a child, but his attentions to me after my father’s death felt different. The way he looked at me made me feel both bashful and beautiful.

      He came to us one Christmas morning laden down with gifts: a beautiful red dress and jewelry for me and wooden toys for Quentin, who showed no interest in them. Quentin had always been odd around other people; no matter how many times Father chastised him for his poor manners, he simply did not understand how to behave in public company. He and I doted on each other, especially after Father’s death, but he wanted little to do with anyone else.

      Mr. Oliver, who had become used to this behavior from Quentin, seemed to pay it no mind. He watched us open our gifts and then asked us to sit with him.

      “Ada? Quentin? I have been speaking with my sister Ellen, and we were hoping that perhaps you would come live with us. We know we cannot replace your parents, and we would never try, but I believe your father would have wanted us watching out for you.”

      A new family for Christmas? I warmed to the idea immediately. I had been feeling quite lonely and sad in our large house and liked the idea of moving in with the kind, handsome Mr. Oliver.

      Quentin, however, took more persuasion. He felt safe in our home. He liked his routines. He didn’t welcome the thought of them being disrupted. And he had never taken to Simeon Oliver.

      Perhaps even then, he sensed what I did not.

      Whatever his eccentricities, Quentin has always been extremely perceptive when it comes to the character of others. When he takes a fast dislike to someone, he has his reasons, even if it takes a while for me to figure them out.

      But after some persuasion from both me and Mr. Oliver, Quentin agreed. We moved into Mr. Oliver’s large house, close to the Atlantic Ocean; he handled the details of the sale of our family home. I did not like being so near the water, but I reassured myself that nobody would ever force me to visit the beaches.

      Ellen Oliver was thin, drab, pinch-mouthed, and tended to blend into the walls, and she did not seem pleased to have young people in the house. I sometimes wondered if Mr. Oliver had truly sought his sister’s consent before moving us in. She was superficially pleasant with me, but avoided Quentin entirely except to scold him for annoying her and banish him to his room.

      If I had known anything about the world of men and women, it would have been apparent to me rather quickly that Mr. Oliver’s interest in taking us into his home was motivated by far more than a sense of obligation to our father. It had never occurred to me that he could be after more than a makeshift son and daughter. But then he began flattering me, holding my gaze, sometimes taking my hand as we walked together through town.

      As I found him so attractive, I was not at all unhappy with his increased attentions. Perhaps I encouraged them, as I did not yet understand what they might lead to. He particularly liked the color red, and I often wore the elaborate dress he had given me for Christmas. His dark eyes always lit up when he saw me in it.

      Shortly after my eighteenth birthday, after a lengthy and polite courtship, he asked me if I would marry him. Having no idea what a marriage to him would entail beyond the hand-holding and flattery and gifts we had already engaged in, I said yes.

      We were married that fall in a small, quick ceremony attended only by a surly Ellen and an anxious, fidgeting Quentin. Despite their obvious displeasure, I could not have been more delighted that day. I now had a handsome, kind husband. My brother and I were safe in a stable household. The tragedies that had marred our early lives were far behind us now.

      I went to bed in my own room as usual on our wedding night. I was quite surprised when Simeon appeared at my door and ordered me into his bed, telling me that this was what married couples did. But I complied. He’d been married before; he knew the way things were supposed to be done, I reasoned.

      I was even more shocked when he pushed me into the bedroom and began removing my clothes in the dark.

      “Whatever are you doing?”

      “You want children, don’t you, Ada? This is how we get them. Did no one ever tell you?”

      “No.” My father always stammered and left the room if I asked how people had children, and nobody else had been around to explain it to me.

      He grumbled something and continued removing my clothing until I was naked in front of him. His actions were rough, and all his usual charm and warmth were gone as he stripped me. I shivered, not only from the chill of his bedroom.

      Alarm rose in me as he pushed me onto my back on his bed. As I was about to question the need for him to do such a thing, he removed his own trousers, lay on top of me, and arranged himself between my thighs. I could smell the liquor he’d imbibed that day in celebration; it gave off a sour and stale odor.

      The sudden searing pain between my legs felt like it would tear me apart from the inside. He pushed himself up and struck me hard across the face when I cried out.

      “Enough. I won’t put up with such noise, Ada,” he whispered in the darkness. And then running footsteps sounded in the hall and Quentin began pounding at our door.

      “Ada? What’s happening? Are you all right?” He tried the handle, bless him, but Simeon had had the foresight to lock it. And then I heard Ellen Oliver speak to him in a low voice. Their footsteps disappeared down the hallway.

      Not wanting to be struck yet again, I kept my lips pressed tightly shut and whimpered as Simeon continued.

      I spent that night awake and crying. The next morning my lip was bruised where he had struck me, and my inner thighs ached so much that I could barely walk. Ellen Oliver would not meet my eyes as she served us a breakfast that I did not want. Quentin looked between me and Simeon, mystified and frightened.

      Simeon repeated his rough and painful attentions the next night, and the night after that. Although the pain of this routine lessened over time, I found the experience unpleasant and tedious. I was astonished when I realized that this brutal ritual was the same physical act written about with such rapture in literature. There was no poetry whatsoever in Simeon’s attentions to me.

      And my husband, who had been so warm when he was courting me, became cold and forbidding. I was meant to manage the household and give birth to his heir, and beyond that he wanted little to do with me, although he seemed to enjoy displaying me at social engagements.

      Having little knowledge of my own body, I wondered that summer why my clothing was growing tighter around my middle when I scarcely ate enough to keep myself alive. A visit from the doctor confirmed that I was expecting our first child.

      Simeon was pleased enough to kiss my hand when I gave him the news. Ellen frowned and looked disapproving. Quentin simply seemed confused; I am sure he had even less idea of how babies were conceived than I did. To tell the truth, I would be surprised to hear that he knows much more about it now.

      I was not sure I wanted a child, although I knew this duty was expected of me. I ran my hand over my taut, swelling belly and tried to feel a connection with the life growing inside of me, but all I felt was numbness.

      But Simeon left me alone at night while I was with child, and that was a decided advantage. I would have been content if he had never touched me again.

      I was not even particularly unhappy on the afternoon that I felt tired and returned home early from a social engagement to what should have been an empty house, only to hear moaning coming from the parlor.

      When I hurried down the hall, wondering if someone had taken ill, I discovered my husband entwined with Mrs. Emma Willis on our velvet couch. Mrs. Willis had paid us many a call over the last months, and as I watched them rut on our sofa, I finally understood why.

      The adulterous lovers were so intent on what they were doing that neither one of them saw me watching in shock. One of Mrs. Willis’s breasts had worked loose from the top of her dress and bounced rhythmically as she moaned and panted and cried out his name, while his bare backside moved vigorously between her spread thighs. Her cries were entirely unlike my own cries of pain on my wedding night.

      So some women did enjoy this act? So much so that they would seek it out with people who weren’t their legal spouses? I left the house again under the cover of their groaning and panting, not wanting them to know I saw what they had done. Part of me understood that I had witnessed a great sin, an utterly outrageous betrayal, and that I should be terribly upset. Mrs. Willis’s behavior towards me had always been warm and friendly, and I would never have expected her to slip into my house and pursue an affair with my husband.

      And yet I could not quite bring myself to feel anger. I would have been happy to let Mrs. Willis engage in such acts with Simeon forever after if it meant I never had to do it again.

      But our child was stillborn, and after a short period of time suggested by the doctor, Simeon resumed intercourse with me. As he labored over me night after night, thrusting roughly and grunting, I pictured Mrs. Willis in her ecstasy, wondering how she could seem to find this same brutish act so pleasurable. How could anyone?

      Our second child was also stillborn.

      “Ada, if you cannot give me an heir, I will have to find another wife,” Simeon said coldly as I recuperated after the birth.

      His cruelty at such a moment shocked me, and in my state of exhaustion I did not stop to think before the next words came out of my mouth.

      “Perhaps Emma Willis can give you an heir,” I snapped.

      His eyes widened and he struck me hard in the face. And that night, he began his attentions again.

      I lost one more child, but I was trapped in that hellish marriage for many years before the night in 1851 that he killed me.

      On that evening, we stood together on the deck of a visiting tall ship, touring it with several other members of our community. Mrs. Emma Willis was there, and I did not miss the furtive, charged looks she exchanged with my husband as her own husband, a rotund and amiable fellow, explored the deck and exclaimed over the sails.

      Understanding that I was supposed to be angered by my husband’s behavior with a married woman, I stalked off to the bow of the boat and stared out at the ocean, watching as the moonlight danced over the waves. Now that my own daily life was so bleak, I no longer feared the water. Indeed, I sometimes wondered if my mother’s drowning had truly been accidental. Perhaps she had found her life as stifling as I now found mine. And perhaps she had seen the water as her only escape.

      Simeon approached me and told me to come meet some friends of his. I had no interest in doing so, and I told him that perhaps he would rather introduce his friends to Mrs. Willis.

      His eyes widened, and after glancing around to see if anyone was looking our way, he struck me hard across the face. The water was choppy that night and the deck unstable. He knocked me off balance easily, and I tumbled over the rail, striking my head against the bow as I plunged into the water.

      My already-heavy dress became waterlogged and pulled me down, the cold salty water poured into my nose and mouth and filled my burning lungs, and the moonlight shining over the ocean grew darker and fainter as I died.
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      A new one.

      Whispers sounded around me. I opened my eyes and saw my own hair floating around my head, which ached where I’d struck it when Simeon knocked me overboard.

      I was still underwater; a murky circle of moonlight wavered above me. I didn’t understand how I could breathe, how it felt warm. The pain in my throat and my lungs was gone. Surely this was not how drowning was supposed to feel.

      And then a beautiful woman, quite naked, floated to me and wrapped me in a tight embrace, a more intimate embrace than even my husband had ever attempted. Her long red hair floated around her head. Her solid green eyes sparkled like emeralds, and she held me fast as she asked me for my help. We drifted in lazy circles in the water.

      - We need another priestess, she whispered in my ear.

      - I don’t understand.

      - The Lords get hungrier as your country grows larger. We need you. We will bring you back if you help us.

      - Help you? What do I do?

      - Feed the Lords Below, she answered. If they are appeased, they will remain in the depths and your people will remain safe. If they are not well fed, they will come on land. We are dedicated to protecting the land dwellers. Will you help us?

      It was not as easy a question as it might have sounded. Other than Quentin, I held no particular affection for any of the “land dwellers” I had left behind. In my opinion, some of them—perhaps even most of them—richly deserved whatever terrible thing might happen to them.

      But the beautiful woman was clutching me tightly and caressing my back as she murmured words in my ear.

      - Please help us, she whispered. Please.

      - May I return to my brother? I cared not about dying if it were only Simeon I were leaving behind, but thoughts of what might happen to Quentin disturbed me. I disliked the thought of leaving him alone with the cold, unkind Olivers, as I had often been the only thing standing between him and even worse mistreatment.

      - Yes, but you must feed the ancients.

      - Feed them what?

      - Humans.

      My eyes widened.

      - How do I do that?

      - We will send you help. But first you must help us.

      She pressed her lips against mine. Her mouth tasted of salt and water, and in that kiss, she transferred all the knowledge of what I would become, what I would have to do. It was horrifying. It was exhilarating.

      Deep at the bottom of the ocean, creatures still lived who had once been as gods when the Earth was covered in water, but they had been forgotten. They were ravenous for sacrifice. And I would make the offerings that stopped them from coming on shore and attacking the living above ground. The woman showed me visions of what the Lords had wrought when they had emerged on shore in past times, of the death and devastation they left behind.

      An occasional sacrifice would prevent the destruction of entire towns. And providing those sacrifices would be my responsibility.

      I could easily imagine which people I would sacrifice if it protected others. Especially my brother.

      We clung to each other underwater for quite some time as she whispered words in my ear, enchanting me, making me into another one of her priestesses.

      - The water is your blood and your life, sister, she told me. The water will always bring you back.

      I did not want to leave her warm, comforting embrace; nobody in my life had ever held me so tenderly, and the feeling intoxicated me. But she finally kissed me one last long time before letting me loose, pushing me up towards the surface of the ocean.

      My head broke through the water and I gasped. I had to shield my eyes for a moment even thought it was night out. The full moon seemed extremely bright after the darkness at the bottom of the ocean.

      I didn’t want to leave that woman. I thought about attempting to dive back down and return to her. But I had made a promise to her, and I could not abandon Quentin.

      It was because of my brother that I came back.

      I swam for the shore, struggling a bit in my sodden dress, and as I got closer to the sand, I spotted one lone figure standing on the beach, close to the water’s edge: Simeon.

      As he saw me emerge from the ocean, his eyes grew enormous in the brightness of the moon. He clutched his chest.

      “Ada! Good heavens. I thought I had lost you.”

      And would you have been unhappy about that? I wanted to ask.

      And yet. I was in a highly unfamiliar state as I emerged from my embrace with the woman in the water, and as I looked at my husband, I began to recognize what I was feeling. I was aroused. For the first time in my life, I desired my husband.

      I approached him and before he could speak again, I grasped him, pulled him close, and kissed him long and deeply, the way the woman in the water had kissed me. At the same time, I reached between his legs for the appendage that had once caused me such discomfort. I was determined to discover what it was about this act that so enraptured everyone else.

      Simeon pushed me away and struck me hard across the face. I felt my lip split and bleed down my chin.

      “Ada! What the hell do you think you’re doing?” But there was something in his look other than shock. I recognized some of the same expression I saw in his eyes whenever he stole glances at Emma Willis. It was lust.

      I embraced him again, and this time, after a brief resistance, he kissed me back. When I broke the kiss, his face was smeared with my blood.

      I pushed him hard enough to knock him over, and he laughed as he landed on his back and I straddled him.

      I pushed my undergarments down and worked his engorged penis out of his trousers.

      He gasped in arousal and also in surprise.

      “Whatever happened to you in that water?” he said, looking around to be sure we were not observed.

      “You would never believe it, husband.” And I guided him inside me and began moving against him. The sweet friction stirred warmth in my body. Pleasure like I had never felt before began radiating from inside me, and I moaned just as I had often heard him do.

      “Ada,” he said, now with a slight note of concern in his voice. “You’re cold inside. Very cold.”

      I wanted him to be quiet, to not break the spell as I moved my hips up and down and the heat generated from our lovemaking spread through my body. “I certainly don’t feel cold,” I said.

      My pleasure built as the waves behind us broke against the shore. Simeon began to thrash beneath me. His bucking hips only increased the heat rising in me, until I could stand no more and let out cries of ecstasy, my head thrown back, the moonlight nearly blinding my eyes. I thought the deep shuddering contractions inside me would never stop, and I never wanted them to stop.

      Finally, spent at last, I collapsed, rolling off him and stretching out on the wet sand.

      “Is that why people find that act so exciting?” I asked, still panting slightly.

      The alarmed shout next to me startled me out of my bliss. I glanced over to see Simeon sliding down the beach away from me.

      Something pulled him, and as I looked more closely, I saw what was happening.

      Long green arms that looked more like tentacles were tugging his legs, dragging him over the sand, pulling him towards the water. He kicked fruitlessly; whatever held him had a very tight grip. He grabbed at handfuls of sand, which of course did nothing to stop his fast slide into the ocean. His fingers left long furrows behind.

      “Ada!” he screamed, reaching to me. “For the love of God! Do something.”

      I sat up and watched with curiosity as the creatures pulled him into the water and down to where they lived and ate. Simeon Oliver disappeared under the waves after one last shout.

      I suppose I should have been more upset to see my husband being dragged to his death. But as he vanished from my sight, I knew that our last pleasant interlude had done nothing to make me feel anything other than relief that Quentin and I would be free of his mistreatment at long last.

      The Lords Below had needed a sacrifice. And without even trying, I had brought them their first one.

      I stood up in the darkness and readjusted my clothing, brushing sand away from my wet dress.

      And I returned to town a widow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

          MR. SHERMAN HAS HIS DOUBTS

        

      

    

    
      Sorrow Hamilton

      

      The noise from Cooper’s Tavern could be heard well before Balt and Sorrow reached the place, and more people headed inside as they approached. Before he returned to work, Balt turned and fixed Sorrow with an intense look.

      “Miss Hamilton, I trust that you will do as I say? You and that fellow who’s with you must leave as soon as you can. No later than tomorrow morning.”

      “If we can get a buggy from the stables,” Sorrow said, feeling tired and listless now. “I’d have been back in Baltimore well before now if we’d been permitted to go.”

      Balt peered around the tavern door and scowled.

      “Damn it all.”

      “What is it?”

      “Marshal Lewis is here.”

      Sorrow looked around Balt’s shoulder and saw the portly man sitting by himself at a table that allowed him a good view of the tavern and the inn. He scanned the room in between sips from the pint of ale in front of him.

      “Going to be hard for you to get out with him there,” Balt said, shaking his head. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say that’s why he’s here.”

      “Tomorrow morning, then. First thing,” Sorrow replied. “He can’t sit there all night, can he?”

      “That will have to do. I see Thomas from the stables here. I’ll talk to him about making sure you have transportation. Going to be trickier with Lewis lurking around, though.” He changed the subject. “Are you hungry, Miss Hamilton?”

      Yes, she was, and desperately so; she felt lightheaded and ill and her stomach rumbled. And yet she could barely think of eating. And she certainly had no desire to sit down in the tavern with that odious marshal watching her every move.

      “Perhaps I am, a little.”

      “I can have something brought up to your room if you wish.”

      That would help her avoid having to face the marshal, and everyone else. Especially Mrs. Oliver, if that horrible woman returned to the tavern tonight.

      “Thank you, Mr. Cooper. I could do with a bit of that beef stew.” In truth, she didn’t look forward to more of the salty, watery slop, but she would do what she could to get some of it down.

      Sorrow darted quickly past the inner entrance to the tavern, not wanting anyone to spot her. She noted with relief that Mrs. Oliver’s velvet armchair sat empty.

      “Sally!” Charlie’s voice rang out over the others, and a silence descended over the room. Marshal Lewis’s head whipped around, and he stared at her as she stood frozen by the staircase.

      Damn Charlie. Can he never keep his voice down?

      Charlie hurried out of the tavern and caught her in the entry way.

      “Sally! Where in heaven’s name have you been?” He clutched her hand as he repeated her hated nickname.

      “Come upstairs with me. Right now.”

      He frowned. “Where have you been, though?”

      “I will tell you in my room. Not out here.”

      She pulled her hand out of his and climbed the wooden staircase. Charlie’s heavy footsteps sounded behind hers.

      She entered her room and nearly collapsed in the small, hard chair. Charlie leaned against the doorframe, looking at her in great confusion.

      “What’s going on, old girl? You’re whiter than milk. And what’s the idea, heading out when we were supposed to be resting up? And where’d you go with Cooper?”

      Sorrow realized that she barely knew where to start. Her exhaustion, her hunger, and Charlie’s rapid-fire questions all made her head spin.

      “I wanted to speak to Mrs. Oliver again,” she said finally.

      “What? You should have come to me first.” He looked reproachful. “You shouldn’t have gone alone.”

      “You needed your rest.”

      “And you didn’t?”

      “I couldn’t make my mind stop turning. That awful lunch raised far more questions than it answered.” As had its aftermath.

      “So, did you find her? What did she say?”

      A memory of the dark, dank cellar with Lucy’s wet footsteps slopping towards her made Sorrow shut her eyes tightly against a sudden rush of terror.

      “Oh, no. Sally. What happened?” Charlie leaned forward and placed a hand on Sorrow’s shoulder.

      “She asked me if I truly wanted to know what happened to Hal. And when I said yes, she locked me in the cellar.”

      “The hell did she do that for?”

      Sorrow stared at the ceiling, willing the panic to recede.

      “She’s got something down there. She calls it her ‘daughter,’ but it’s … it’s a monster. I couldn’t quite see it, but I could hear it and smell it. And it came for me.” Sorrow took another breath. “She fed Hal to that thing, Charlie. And she wanted to feed me to that thing, too.”

      She could tell from Charlie’s puzzled hazel eyes that he had absolutely no idea how to respond to this.

      “But you’re here now,” he said at last, as if he were talking to someone who had taken leave of her senses.

      “Because Quentin was down there, and he chased the thing off and let me out of the storm door. And he told me. Hal’s dead.”

      Sorrow took several deep breaths as Charlie digested that information.

      “And that’s not all I learned today,” Sorrow said after a pause. “Balt Cooper showed me the truth of this place.”

      “And what’s that?” She could tell from his voice and his expression that he was deeply skeptical of whatever she was about to say.

      “Mrs. Oliver is the protector of this town.”

      Charlie laughed at that.

      “Now, Sally—”

      “Don’t you ‘Now, Sally’ me! You weren’t there. The people Mrs. Oliver kills are sacrifices. There are creatures that live in the ocean, and if she doesn’t do these things, they’ll come out of the water and start slaughtering everyone.”

      Charlie said nothing, but the corners of his mouth twitched upward as if he were about to laugh. As if he thought she was telling him some splendid joke.

      “I can see that you don’t believe me,” she said, a chill to her tone. “Ask Mr. Cooper yourself. Ask him to show you the church.”

      “Actually, I’d prefer not to go back there tonight, if it’s all the same, miss.” Balt came up behind Charlie, lugging a tray of the hated beef stew. “It’s a busy night down in the tavern, and Naomi might well have my head if I leave her alone here again. She could barely spare me long enough to bring you your dinner.”

      “Tell Charlie what you told me, Mr. Cooper. About Mrs. Oliver, and why she does what she does.”

      Balt set the tray down on the desk. Sorrow noticed a glass of amber liquid sitting next to the bowl of stew.

      “The brandy is on the house, Miss Hamilton. Good for your nerves.” And then Balt turned to Charlie.

      “I heard what the young lady told you, Mr. Sherman. And she’s right. You may think less of us for striking this particular deal, but we happen to believe that an occasional death is better than the complete destruction of our town and all its residents.”

      Balt straightened up and looked Charlie directly in the eyes. “And I will advise you, as I advised Miss Hamilton, to get back to Baltimore first thing tomorrow morning, as soon as you rise. And after that, do your best to forget that Tidepool ever existed.”

      Charlie shook his head and opened his mouth to say something, but Balt would not be interrupted. “Your friend is gone, Mr. Sherman. I’m terribly sorry about that, but you cannot help him; all you can do now is bring hell down onto yourselves and this place if you continue to meddle and threaten to bring in more outsiders. I assure you there is no interest whatsoever in your plans to improve this town.”

      Charlie’s mouth dropped open.

      “This is all madness. You know that, right? Creatures in the ocean? Sacrifices?”

      “Go ask Mrs. Oliver about it,” Sorrow said, feeling defensive. “If you dare.”

      “Oh my. I really wouldn’t advise that, Mr. Sherman,” Balt said. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to be back downstairs.”

      “Thank you for bringing something up, Mr. Cooper.”

      “Of course. Leave the tray in the hallway when you’re finished; one of us will come collect it.” He looked back and forth between the two of them. “Get some rest for your journey tomorrow.”

      Balt excused himself. Charlie watched him go and then stared back at Sorrow with wide eyes and a half-smile.

      “And you believe all that? What exactly did he show you in that church?”

      “Skeletons of creatures I’ve never seen. Monsters. Paintings of the massacre, depicting the creatures that came out of the water and murdered nearly the entire town.”

      “Paintings?” And now Charlie laughed. “Because it was in a painting, it must be true?”

      Sorrow’s ears grew hot. “You weren’t in Mrs. Oliver’s basement, Charlie. You weren’t there with that thing.”

      “What was that thing, exactly?”

      “I don’t know. I told you; it was dark.”

      “If it was that dark, then how do you know it wasn’t a person playing around?”

      “Because it hissed when Quentin spoke to it.”

      “And a person couldn’t make that sound? Come now, Sally.”

      Sorrow slammed her fist on the table hard enough to make the bowl of stew—and Charlie—jump.

      “I don’t care if you believe me, Charlie Sherman. I believe Mr. Cooper, and I also believe that Mrs. Oliver did away with Hal. And I am leaving first thing tomorrow, as Mr. Cooper instructed. You are free to accompany me if you wish. If not, stay here and try your luck with the townspeople who resent and fear our presence.”

      Charlie appeared to recognize that he’d upset Sorrow, but he couldn’t stop himself from talking. Sorrow recognized the smell of whiskey on his breath.

      “Look, Sally—”

      “How many times do I have to ask you not to call me that?”

      “All right, then. Sorrow. You’re right. Those people don’t want us here. They don’t like outsiders. They make up crazy stories to frighten people away.”

      “Well, I no longer want to be here, so I’d say there’s a very simple solution to our mutual problem: we do as they wish and get out of here.”

      Charlie shook his head and held his hands outspread.

      “Look; there simply has to be some other explanation for what’s happening. I don’t know what that fellow told you, but this can’t be true. Sea creatures that demand sacrifices and a woman who kills people to feed to them? It’s preposterous.”

      Sorrow held her clasped hands to her face and took a deep, shaky breath.

      “Fine. I suppose I can’t make you listen to me. If you wish to remain with the locals here and take your chances with what they believe lives in their waters, I cannot stop you. And God be with you if the thing in Mrs. Oliver’s basement gets hungry again. Now if you’d excuse me, I am famished. I’d like to eat in peace.”

      Charlie’s face fell.

      “Sorrow, I didn’t mean to—”

      “Good night, Charlie. I’ll try to say goodbye tomorrow morning before I leave.”

      Charlie looked at her, sadness etched in his eyes. She hadn’t known he was even capable of looking so hurt. And then he bent over and briefly kissed Sorrow on the forehead.

      “Good night. And be safe.”

      He closed the door behind him.

      Sorrow felt a hot surge of grief and no longer bothered to hold it back. She hadn’t expected Charlie to doubt her so openly, fantastic though the stories she’d told him were. Could he really not feel how wrong things were in this town? She’d sensed it from the moment she’d stepped out of the stables. And that was before mutilated bodies began washing up on the shore. Before they’d had to sit in Mrs. Oliver’s house with a brother who could slit his own throat open and not die.

      Before the basement. Before Lucy.

      She forced herself to eat some of the stew and gnaw at the hard piece of brown bread that accompanied it. Her hunger was strong enough that the food didn’t taste as terrible as she remembered. One thing to be thankful for, she mused.

      The brandy burned going down; Sorrow rarely drank spirits. The drink sent the room spinning around her, and she felt thankful that she’d eaten first.

      She gave Charlie’s room a brief glance as she placed her dinner tray in the hall. The space under his door looked dark. If he was in there, he was asleep.

      She knew one thing; she would travel back to Baltimore first thing tomorrow morning, with or without Charlie.

      But she had no intention of keeping the word she’d given to Balt Cooper. She was going to tell Father everything, and she had no doubt that Father would send the absolute best his money could buy to Tidepool to deal with Mrs. Oliver and the rest of these terrible people.

      And if that did indeed doom the town? She cared not one whit.

      These people hadn’t cared one whit about her brother, after all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

          THE LATE-NIGHT VISITOR

        

      

    

    
      Sorrow changed into her night clothes and stretched out on the bed, but she couldn’t bring herself to extinguish the lamp. The Tidepool stench of fish and salt water hung strong in the air, and she kept envisioning Lucy creeping through the dark towards her. Eventually, the brandy did its work and she dozed off.

      Later that night, after the tavern noise subsided and the kitchen door stopped its infernal screeching, Sorrow blinked awake. Had she just heard something? She couldn’t get the sound of Lucy’s squelchy footsteps out of her mind, and she could swear she’d just heard that shish-shish noise slipping down the hallway. And was the dead fish stench that had come to represent Tidepool to her getting stronger again?

      She wrapped her hands around her head and buried her face against her knees. Perhaps she could simply make herself disappear, and none of these horrible things would have ever happened. Perhaps she could wish this entire awful place away.

      She hated feeling helpless. She had to do something. But what?

      Lying back in bed, she pondered her options. And then an idea came to her.

      She eased her door open and tiptoed down the hall, hoping no squeaking floorboards would alert anyone that she was up and about. It was dreadfully dark in the inn, but she was afraid to carry a lamp lest someone—or something—outside spot her.

      She kept one hand on the wall and moved down the steps very cautiously. For many reasons, it simply wouldn’t do for her to slip and tumble down the stairs.

      The streetlamps outside gave her a small bit of light to work with as she reached the bottom of the staircase, and she groped around until she found the entrance to the tavern. The chairs and tables presented as dark, squarish shadows in the dim room, and she tried to weave her way through them without banging into things or falling down. Odors of cooked fish, spilled ale, and stale smoke from the now-dark fireplace grew stronger as she made her way to the kitchen.

      When she reached the back of the tavern she turned right, trailing her shaky left hand along the wall to guide her. She’d seen Naomi and Balt go in and out of the place enough to know that this path would lead her right to the kitchen.

      And that horrible kitchen door, with its squealing hinge.

      Damn it. What to do about that?

      Sorrow paused, pressed the tip of her tongue between her lips, and pushed the door slowly, wondering how far it would open before the noise sounded. She eased the door open until the squeal started, loud as a scream in the silent room. She froze for a moment, expecting at any moment to hear footsteps rushing into the tavern.

      Nothing happened. And so Sorrow carefully eased her body through the narrow opening, trying not to push the door open any further.

      One small window sat high up in the kitchen wall. It let in almost no light, and she stood in the entrance and waited until her eyes adjusted to the darkness and she had a sense of the layout of the place. She glanced around and squinted until she spotted a shape that looked like a wooden knife block sitting on a table by a basin.

      Sorrow left the door open a crack as she fumbled along the counters towards the knife block. With great caution, she trailed her hands over the handles that protruded from the block. When her fingers closed around what felt like the largest handle, she pulled out the knife and gingerly touched a fingertip to the blade.

      It felt sharp. Not sharp enough to slice her fingertip with one faint touch, but sharp enough that if she had to, she could…

      Sorrow didn’t want to finish that thought. She hated that Tidepool was even making her think of such things.

      But if she had to defend herself, she’d plunge it right into her assailant.

      Would you really be able to do that?

      She hoped she’d never have to answer that. She’d return the knife to Balt Cooper before she left. With any luck, he and Naomi would never even notice it missing. With any more luck, she would never need to use it the way she had just forced herself to imagine.

      She eased her way back out of the kitchen, being careful not to set off the squealing door again. Back out in the tavern, she made her slow, clumsy way to the entry hall, earning herself a whole new set of bumps and bruises as she collided with tables, chairs, and stools. She put a hand on Mrs. Oliver’s red velvet armchair and fought the temptation to plunge the knife into the chair again and again, reducing it to a pile of scarlet tatters just as Mrs. Oliver’s horrid sea creature had done to the people here.

      Sorrow reminded herself that according to Balt Cooper, Mrs. Oliver did horrible things to people out of a need to protect the town.

      But Sorrow’s brother was gone. She still wanted Mrs. Oliver to pay for that.

      She reached the door out of the tavern at last. But when she stepped into the entranceway, her knees nearly gave out from under her.

      A shadowy figure rose in the parlor. The body was clearly outlined in the light from the streetlamps as it reached its full height.

      She froze. Had this person seen her? Was it even a person? Her hand gripped the knife handle hard as she started to raise it with a shaking hand.

      “Sorrow,” the figure whispered. She nearly swooned with relief.

      “Quentin?” She lowered the knife.

      Quentin appeared to have no hesitancy about moving around in the dark as he took a step towards her.

      “Dear God, but you gave me a turn,” she said in a soft voice. “What are you doing here?”

      “I wanted to keep watch. In case Ada sent Lucy about.”

      A cold fear spread through Sorrow’s chest.

      “You think she’d do that?”

      “She would,” Quentin said in a matter-of-fact tone. “But I don’t think she did. If you leave tomorrow, she probably won’t try to kill you.”

      That “probably” offered Sorrow remarkably little solace.

      “You really came here just to watch out for me?” she said, still trying to keep her voice down.

      “I did.”

      “Why are you protecting me?”

      “Because you were kind. Most people like to act like I’m not here. You saw me.”

      She felt oddly touched, even though the young man still perplexed her.

      But he’s not a young man, she remembered. If the portrait she had seen at Mrs. Oliver’s house was accurate, he had to be in his nineties at the very least.

      But somehow, she didn’t fear him the way she did Mrs. Oliver. He seemed nearly as unhappy here as she did.

      And then another thought occurred to her, a thought that struck her as madness even as it left her lips.

      “Come with me tomorrow.”

      Quentin took a step backwards into the shadows.

      “Come where? Back to Baltimore?”

      “Yes. Why not? You aren’t happy here, I can see that. Father would not be best pleased at first, but if I explained to him that you saved my life, you would have his gratitude and I am sure he would help you establish a new life for yourself in our city.” She wasn’t actually sure of that at all, but she’d plead Quentin’s case with Father when the time came. When she and Charlie—and Quentin—were all safely in Baltimore.

      Quentin shook his head violently.

      “I can’t leave Ada. No, no, no.” His voice shook, grew louder.

      “All right. Shhh. You don’t have to, Quentin. It was just an idea.”

      “I’ve tried leaving her before. She comes and finds me. Ever since she brought me back, it’s as if we’re connected. I cannot hide from her if she wants to find me, and she would never let me get that far away from her.”

      “What do you mean, she brought you back?”

      “I died. She brought me to the water and made me live again. She said it was my true baptism. As long as she lives, I live.”

      Sorrow thought about that. After all the strange things she had heard in the last couple of days, Quentin’s story made a certain amount of sense. That most likely meant that Sorrow truly was going mad.

      “Is that what the… prank was about?”

      “Those aren’t pranks,” Quentin said, sounding sullen.

      “You don’t want to be here,” she said softly.

      “I don’t. Sometimes I think that if I try hard enough, I can die. But it never works.”

      Pity weighted her heart as she stared at Quentin in the darkness. Even in the very faint light, he looked sad. His shoulders and head slumped.

      “I’m sorry,” she said at last.

      “What for? You haven’t done anything.”

      She sighed. She always found it annoying when people took a simple expression of sympathy so literally, although it seemed less grating coming from Quentin.

      “I don’t like it that you’re trapped in this life when you don’t want it. That’s wrong. You seem like a kind person too.”

      He didn’t seem to know what to say to that; he took another step backwards and stared at the floor.

      “You should go back upstairs now,” he replied at last. “If Lucy comes in, I’ll send her home.”

      Sorrow knew that she would never again be able to hear the name Lucy without shuddering.

      “Thank you, Quentin. For everything.”

      “You’re welcome, Sally,” he said. And then “I’m sorry, Miss Hamilton. You don’t like being called Sally.”

      Something warm spread inside her, an emotion that she recognized as maternal even if Quentin was old enough to be her great-grandfather. She wanted to bundle Quentin Ramsay up in her suitcase and take him away from Tidepool whether he liked it or not.

      “That’s all right, Quentin. You may call me Sally. And thank you.”

      She wanted to touch his arm, but he stepped back even further into the shadowed parlor. She turned and tiptoed around until she felt the banister, and she made her careful way back up the steps to her room.

      Before getting into bed again, she placed the knife under her pillow. She didn’t believe she’d be able to sleep that night—indeed, she wondered if she would ever sleep again—but at some point, to her great surprise, she dozed off. When she woke, the sun was beginning to rise.

      That was early enough for her. She left her room and rapped on Charlie’s door. It took a minute for a grumpy “Whassat?” to sound from inside.

      “Charlie? If you’re leaving with me, get ready right now.”

      Charlie opened the door. His normally impeccable blond hair was disheveled, and his eyes were swollen and red.

      “Now?” he said.

      “If you’re going with me, it has to be now.”

      He thought about it long enough for Sorrow to want to scream at him to hurry up.

      “All right,” he said finally. She wanted to weep with relief.

      She hurried down the hall to wash up in the basin. Back in her room, she dressed in a hasty fashion, not caring if she looked a bit sloppy. She could clean up back in Baltimore.

      Balt Cooper’s voice sounded downstairs, and Sorrow wondered who he was talking to. Hearing him reminded her to retrieve the kitchen knife from under her pillow. She slipped it in the pocket of her dress, packed up her things, secured her hat with Mother’s opal hatpin, and carried her suitcase out to the hall. Balt’s voice was louder now, and he sounded agitated.

      Charlie trudged out of his room, looking exhausted and pale.

      “I was planning on a few more hours of sleep,” he mumbled.

      “Oh honestly, Charlie. You can sleep on the train. Now come. Balt’s already up.”

      “But what about our buggies? What if those stable workers won’t let us go again?”

      “I’ll worry about that when we’re there. And if they won’t give us horses, I’ll walk out of this damn place. Nothing is going to stop me today, and that’s a promise.”

      They headed down the steps together. When Sorrow turned the corner to approach the front desk, two men Sorrow had never before seen in Tidepool stood there. Their suits were much finer than anything Sorrow had seen anyone but Charlie wearing in the town, and they were both impeccably groomed.

      Sorrow caught Balt’s eye behind his desk. The man looked positively apoplectic. His blue eyes bugged nearly out of their sockets, and his face was bright red. She couldn’t tell if he was very angry or very frightened. Perhaps one thing didn’t rule out the other.

      She swallowed hard as something cold spread inside her chest. A frightened Balt Cooper wasn’t what she wanted to see on the day she was trying to escape the town.

      The two men at the desk looked Sorrow and Charlie over.

      “And who do we have here? Could this be Miss Sorrow Hamilton? And Mr. Charles Sherman?” the taller, heavier man asked.

      “Yes? That’s us,” Sorrow said, quite startled.

      “Well, then,” the shorter and thinner fellow in spectacles said. “How about that? We’re two-thirds of the way finished already, Mr. Burnett.”

      “Indeed, Mr. Warner. Such a productive morning.” He grinned at Sorrow and Charlie, although the smile didn’t quite reach his eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” Sorrow said. “Have we met?”

      “Pardon us, miss,” the shorter man said. “I’m Detective Walter Warner, and my partner is Detective Edward Burnett.”

      “Your father hired us to find you, Miss Hamilton,” Burnett said. “He paid us a good bit extra to travel through the night to get here. You gave him quite a fright when you and Mr. Sherman didn’t appear at home yesterday.”

      “We have been delayed,” she said. “As you can see. But we are leaving right now.” Relief flooded through her. The two men looked imposing just standing in the Coopers’ parlor, and surely nobody, not even Mrs. Oliver, would dare interfere with them.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you fellows,” Charlie chimed in. “This is rather an odd place, if you don’t mind me saying so.”

      Neither Warner nor Burnett seemed terribly interested in that observation.

      “Well, then. Where is your brother, Miss Hamilton?” Burnett said.

      The warm rush of relief Sorrow had felt at the appearance of the detectives was instantly replaced by fear.
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          MESSRS. WARNER AND BURNETT

        

      

    

    
      She wanted, so badly, to answer them honestly. In fact, she wanted to throw herself at their feet. She wanted to direct them to Mrs. Oliver’s house and tell them that as improbable as it sounded, Mrs. Oliver was some sort of supernatural, probably demonic being who kept a murderous sea creature in her cellar, and that if the terrifying woman’s brother was to be believed, Henry had met his fate at the hands of that thing.

      Balt stood just behind Warner, and as Sorrow’s eyes fell on him, he shook his head so slightly that she nearly missed it. His eyes locked on hers with a pleading expression. She could almost see what he was thinking: Please don’t say anything.

      If Balt was telling the truth about Mrs. Oliver, and she now had to believe that he was, she’d be dooming all of them if she turned the woman in.

      And she had told herself that she didn’t care, that her first order of business back in Baltimore would be to tell her father and everyone else that Henry had been murdered here, and that Mrs. Ada Oliver was the guilty party. And if that caused hell to rain down on the people who had looked the other way while so many died? Good. That was what Tidepool deserved.

      But that prospect seemed more alarming while they were still in Tidepool and significantly outnumbered by the townspeople. Who knew what else Mrs. Oliver could be hiding in that basement?

      And would these men even believe her if she did try to tell them? Most likely, they’d react as Charlie had.

      “Well, we’re not sure where Hal’s gotten off to,” she said at last. “We’ve gotten conflicting reports about that. Certainly haven’t seen him here, though.”

      “Conflicting reports? How’s that?” Burnett asked, narrowing his eyes.

      “We just don’t know where he might have ended up. He checked out of here, but the fellows at the stables don’t remember seeing him leave town.”

      “That certainly is peculiar. A fellow like that would stand out in a place like this.” Warner wrinkled his nose slightly when he said the word this.

      “We’ve been talking to this gentleman,” Burnett said, indicating Balt and giving a sardonic tone to the word gentleman, “but I can’t say he’s been too helpful.”

      “I’ve told you,” Balt said, his gaze darting between the detectives and Sorrow, “we don’t follow our guests everywhere to keep track of what they’re doing. I assumed that Mr. Hamilton had left town. It isn’t as if there’s that much of Tidepool to see. I thought that perhaps he had gone back to Ocean City. That’s a much more interesting place for a young man to visit, I’d think.”

      Sorrow tried not to wince. Balt was an atrocious liar; his voice went high and reedy, he fidgeted and avoided people’s eyes, and beads of sweat shone on his forehead. And the two detectives clearly hadn’t missed that. They glanced at each other with raised eyebrows, and Burnett shook his head.

      Warner looked over Sorrow and Charlie and noticed their cases.

      “You two look like you were going somewhere,” he said.

      “Yes, Mr. Warner. Charlie and I were just going to head for the stables. I believe Charlie’s finished his business here, and I was going to return to Baltimore this morning; I didn’t want Father to worry any longer.” She eyed the detectives wryly. “It appears I didn’t move fast enough.”

      “Well, surely that’s not a surprise, miss,” Burnett replied. “It was bad enough that his son went missing, but when you came here and didn’t come back either, he was beside himself. And who could blame him?”

      “Well, then it’s settled. I don’t wish to upset Father any more, so we’ll be on our way,” Sorrow said. “If we can just finish up things with Mr. Cooper.”

      “I don’t suppose you folks would consider staying in town just a bit longer?” Burnett asked. “We’d be very interested to hear what you’ve been told about where Henry is.”

      Sorrow’s heart sank. Every time she thought she was finally breaking free of this damnable town, something else intervened to keep her here.

      “Gentlemen, I would really like to get back to Baltimore as soon as possible,” she said in a tone far haughtier than she generally liked to use. “I don’t wish to worry Father any longer, and I can’t imagine what we’d have to tell you that would be any real help.”

      “Oh?” Warner looked at her with an expression Sorrow couldn’t quite place and didn’t like. His cold gray eyes reminded her somewhat of Father’s. “What about your friend Mr. Sherman there? Doesn’t he talk?”

      “Sure he does,” Charlie said in a croaky voice. “I was just up… late last night.”

      “Doing what, exactly?” Burnett asked, knotting his heavy dark eyebrows together and sweeping an arm around. “A busy place, this isn’t.”

      “I don’t sleep well in strange places,” Charlie mumbled. “And I might have had just a bit too much whiskey in Balt’s tavern beforehand.”

      “Aha,” Burnett said with a knowing nod. “Well, we’ll try not to detain you folks any longer than we have to, but your father gave us a job, Miss Hamilton. We found you and Mr. Sherman, but we still need to find your brother. Any information you’ve gotten from here could be helpful with that. Surely you can understand.”

      Sorrow felt sick and leaden inside.

      “Very well,” she said at last, wondering if she had just signed her own death warrant.

      “Why don’t you two go get something to eat?” Burnett said. “We’ll be in to talk with you shortly.”

      As always, Sorrow was terribly hungry but couldn’t imagine eating, and the prospect of the tavern’s dreadful, fish-flavored food was especially unappetizing this morning.

      “Coffee would be good,” Charlie mumbled.

      “You can leave your bags here,” Balt chimed in. “No one will bother them.”

      Sorrow and Charlie left their suitcases behind the desk, and as Balt took Sorrow’s case from her, he met her eyes briefly. He said nothing, but she understood his look all the same: Please don’t give anything away. Remember what I told you.

      Charlie and Sorrow walked into the tavern, which was empty. Sorrow heard banging noises coming from the kitchen, but saw no sign of Naomi.

      They took a table by the window, and Charlie leaned over to her. His hazel eyes were  bleary and red-rimmed, a look Sorrow was coming to associate with Tidepool. She wondered if she appeared the same way to him, if that was just how everyone ended up looking after being in this place for too long.

      “Say, Sorrow,” he whispered. “All that stuff you told me last night?”

      “Yes? What about it?”

      “Were you just pulling my leg?” Charlie stared at her as if he were willing her to admit that it had all been a great joke.

      And now Sorrow didn’t know what to say. Of course it hadn’t been a joke, but if they were about to be questioned by detectives, maybe it was better if Charlie believed it was.

      But she was still raw and tired from everything she had witnessed. And why did she care about protecting this town? Had anyone protected her brother when he was here? Quite clearly, they had not.

      But then she thought about Quentin, hiding in the dark inn last night to be sure Lucy didn’t come for her.

      “Sorrow?” Charlie said again.

      She sighed. “Of course, Charlie. It was all a lark.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “No, it wasn’t.”

      “As far as those men out there are concerned? Yes, it was. Not a word to them about it. Do you understand?”

      “I don’t understand any of this.” Charlie leaned back into his seat.

      The kitchen door banged open with another squeal and a very flustered Naomi came out. She spotted them over by the window and looked furious as she headed for their table.

      “You haven’t left yet?” she said by way of greeting.

      “Well, that’s friendly,” Charlie said. “And no, clearly we haven’t. Those gentlemen out there requested that we stay put for the time being.” He tipped his head towards the foyer.

      Naomi looked at the detectives and drew in a sharp breath.

      “And who are they?” she asked.

      “They’re detectives Miss Hamilton’s father sent down from Baltimore. Came here looking for us. And Henry Hamilton,” Charlie said. “They got two out of three, but until someone here can produce Henry, you might have some new guests for a while, Mrs. Cooper.”

      That news, Sorrow saw, did not please Naomi in the least. She bit her lip and looked terrified as she stared at the detectives. If they happened to glance over and see the way she was staring at them…

      “But we’ll take some breakfast while we’re waiting, please,” Sorrow said.

      “See what I can do,” Naomi grumbled. “All this, and my best kitchen knife is missing too.”

      The knife. It was still in Sorrow’s pocket. She had completely forgotten it in the confusion following the arrival of the detectives.

      And now she didn’t want to take it out in front of Charlie or the two men. Any detective worth his salt was going to wonder why she’d felt strongly enough about needing a weapon to sneak down to the kitchen in the middle of the night and steal one.

      Sorrow sighed and put her head in her hands as Naomi stalked off to the kitchen.

      “You ok, Sorrow?” Charlie asked.

      “No. I thought we’d be on our way out of this place by now.”

      And I thought I’d be able to stop worrying about what went on here.

      “Well, they can’t keep us too long,” Charlie said, patting her arm. “Really, they can’t keep us at all, can they? It’s not like we’ve been charged with anything. What could they do to us?”

      Sorrow wasn’t sure she wanted to know the answer to that. She’d heard stories about private detectives. Some of them could be rather ruthless when they were pursuing information.

      Just as she was going to ask Charlie to be sure to keep quiet about what she’d told him, Burnett and Warner strode into the tavern. They pulled up two chairs to Sorrow and Charlie’s table without invitation, and she observed that they positioned their chairs in a way that would make it difficult for Sorrow or Charlie to get up and leave easily. She wondered if they’d done it deliberately.

      Of course they had.

      “Hello again, folks,” Burnett said. “We do apologize for delaying your exit from this town, but we didn’t want you to leave before we had a chance to talk to you about Henry. How’s the food in this place, by the way?” Burnett’s last question earned him an annoyed look from Warner.

      “Passable,” Charlie replied.

      Burnett laughed heartily. “Well, that’s a recommendation! But I’m afraid it’ll have to do, eh?” He held a finger to his prominent chin as he studied the menu Naomi had left behind.

      “It will. Unless you can fish,” Charlie said. Something in Burnett’s jocular tone had stirred Charlie, and he was beginning to look more animated. Sorrow wasn’t sure if she thought that was a good thing.

      “Who have you talked to here about your brother’s disappearance, Miss Hamilton?” Warner asked abruptly. Everything about the smaller man looked gray: his hair, his eyes, his suit, even his skin.

      “The Coopers, of course.” Sorrow met Warner’s eyes, trying to sound casual and confident. “The town marshal. The people at the stables. A few other townspeople.”

      “I see. And what, exactly, did they tell you?”

      “Very little. They’d seen him around and a few people talked to him, but nobody saw him leave. However, there’s been no sign of him here for some time. And we got no word of him being anywhere else. I gather Father has received no information back at home?”

      Burnett tilted his head sideways as he looked at Sorrow. “I’m afraid he hasn’t. Miss Hamilton, would it have been like your brother to just head out somewhere new on a lark?”

      “He’d take spontaneous trips sometimes, but not without getting word to us about it. He’d never have wanted to upset us.”

      “No women anywhere he might have been looking in on?”

      “No, sir. Not that I know of.”

      “Hrm,” Warner said. The light from outside reflected off the perfectly round lenses of his spectacles, and Sorrow couldn’t tell what he might be thinking.

      Naomi came out of the kitchen carrying a pot of coffee and two cups which she nearly dropped when she saw the two detectives sitting with Sorrow and Charlie.

      “Well, now, that looks like a grand idea,” Burnett said as a scowling Naomi maneuvered clumsily around the detectives to set the coffee pot and cups down on the table. “We’ve been traveling all night, and I’m bushed. Don’t suppose you could scare up some more of that, ma’am?”

      “Yes, sir.” Naomi spoke to the floor before turning and scuttling back to the kitchen.

      “Now, Mr. Sherman,” Warner said, looking at Charlie through those same narrowed eyes. “Mr. Hamilton sent you down here looking for his daughter. Why did you two not return home when you found her?”

      Charlie swallowed. “I had some business to attend to here.”

      One of Warner’s eyebrows shot up over his glasses. “What sort of business could you have here?”

      “Didn’t Mr. Hamilton tell you?” Charlie poured himself coffee as he spoke. “Property development. Hal and his father and I had an idea that this place could be turned into another Ocean City. I was going to go around to some of the more prominent residents here, trying to see if any of them might get on board with that.”

      “But you were going to leave this morning?” Warner asked.

      “Yes, sir. Would have left yesterday, in fact, so as not to worry Mr. Hamilton. But the marshal made us stay.”

      Sorrow nearly spilled her coffee. She stared at Charlie, willing him not to say anything else about the marshal or why he’d kept them.

      “The marshal? Why in hell did the marshal want you staying here?” Burnett asked, his dark eyes narrowing.

      “Dead fellow washed up on the beach the other morning,” Charlie said.

      The crash behind them made them all jump. Naomi, who’d emerged from the kitchen with another coffee pot and set of cups, had just dropped them everywhere.
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      “Well, that’s a mess,” Burnett said. “Here, ma’am, let me give you a hand with that.” He got up to help Naomi pick up the scattered cups.

      Warner remained seated with his lips pursed, as if Naomi had been rude.

      “I’m terribly sorry,” Naomi murmured.

      “Accidents happen, ma’am,” Burnett said. “But please do hurry back with some more coffee, yes?”

      Naomi scurried away to the kitchen without another word. Sorrow saw Balt hustle back there with her.

      “Now, where were we?” Burnett said when he sat again.

      “They say a dead fellow washed up on the beach yesterday,” Warner said.

      “A dead fellow? Well, that’s ghastly. You know who it was?”

      “No sir,” Charlie said. “Sorrow here got a better look at him than I did.”

      “Is that right?” Warner looked at her sharply. “Why would a lady ever want to get a look at something like that?”

      Sorrow glared at him. “Surely that’s obvious. I was afraid it could be my brother.”

      “But it wasn’t?” Burnett asked, with a kinder tone than Warner took.

      “No, sir. It wasn’t easy to tell, but whoever the person was, he had red hair. My brother didn’t.”

      Warner tilted his head and stared at her even more intently. And now Burnett was looking at her with extra interest too. What had she said?

      “People here were saying he was a fisherman in town for a day or two. The poor fellow looked like a shark got to him,” Charlie said.

      “A shark? That kind of thing happen a lot around here?” Burnett asked.

      “That’s what they say,” Sorrow said. “The town is right on the ocean.”

      Naomi reappeared at that point with a tray of cups and another coffee pot, which she set down in front of Burnett and Warner. She had a rag slung over one arm, and after she had set everything on their table, she bent over and started rubbing intently at the stain the coffee had left on the wooden floor.

      “Some of the other people here seemed to know more about that man,” Charlie piped up, sounding like he was trying to be helpful. “You could ask them.”

      “Hmm,” Burnett said. “Well, we’re not really here to investigate the whole town, Mr. Sherman. If you’re sure it wasn’t Mr. Hamilton, then I say that dead fellow is Tidepool’s problem, not ours.”

      “But you say the marshal kept you in town because of this, Miss Hamilton?” Warner asked, his eyes narrowed behind his spectacles.

      “Yes. He wanted us to stay around. In case he had questions.”

      “And has he asked you his questions yet?” Burnett asked.

      “No.”

      Burnett and Warner traded glances, and Sorrow wondered what was passing between them.

      “Mighty odd way to run an investigation,” Warner said.

      There is very little about this town that isn’t odd, Sorrow wanted to say. But she didn’t welcome the new round of questions a comment like that would bring.

      Balt started bringing out plates of food at that point, and Sorrow tried to muster enthusiasm for the plate of rubbery eggs and dry toast that sat in front of her.

      Burnett tucked a napkin into his shirt collar and dove into his breakfast with gusto, while Charlie ate some of the dry bread with less enthusiasm. Warner sipped coffee and ate nothing. He was staring out the window at something.

      “So where is this marshal now?” Warner asked finally, directing the question at Charlie.

      “Marshal’s office is up on Gull Street,” Naomi said from behind them. She was still rubbing at the damp spot on the floor. Sorrow thought there couldn’t be much of the coffee left to stain the wood, and judging from the state of the tavern floor, one more spill would barely be noticed.

      “Thank you, ma’am,” Burnett said around a mouthful of eggs.

      “I say,” Warner said in surprise. “Who’s she?”

      He tipped his head towards the window. Sorrow glanced up, and her pulse began to quicken.

      Mrs. Oliver walked down Main Street towards Cooper’s Inn, looking as always like a sinister apparition in her stark black clothing.

      “That’s Ada Oliver,” Charlie said. He and Sorrow exchanged alarmed glances.

      Sorrow, remembering what had happened the last time she saw Mrs. Oliver, began shaking uncontrollably.

      “You all right there, Miss Hamilton?” Burnett eyed her with obvious interest.

      Naomi finally stopped rubbing at the spot on the floor. She straightened up with a groan and stared out the window along with them, and Sorrow did not miss the look of pure hatred she directed at Mrs. Oliver’s approaching form. Naomi let out a hissing breath and hurried out to the Inn’s entrance, something that neither Burnett nor Warner seemed to notice.

      “Ada Oliver looks a bit fancy for this town, doesn’t she?” Warner said, running a hand over his dark hair.

      “I understand that her family has been here for a while,” Sorrow said.

      “What’s with all the black?” Burnett said. “Someone else die lately?”

      “She’s a widow,” Charlie said. “I’ve no idea how long ago her husband died.”

      “Ah,” Burnett said. He and Warner traded knowing glances. “Is she one of those sorts who gets a bit theatrical about the whole ‘grieving widow’ bit?”

      Charlie shrugged. “Could be.”

      The front door of the inn banged open, and Naomi’s voice rose from the entry way. Sorrow couldn’t make out the individual words, but Naomi sounded quite angry even as she was clearly making an effort not to be overheard by the detectives. Mrs. Oliver replied in a tone too low for Sorrow to hear.

      Whatever Naomi said out there apparently had no effect on Mrs. Oliver, because a moment later, she appeared in the tavern’s entrance. As she walked to Sorrow’s table, Naomi followed her, wearing an expression of pure murderous rage.

      “Good morning, Mr. Sherman. And Miss Hamilton,” Mrs. Oliver said, as if her last interaction with Sorrow had been perfectly friendly. “Have you invited more friends from Baltimore to join us?”

      Sorrow couldn’t bring herself to talk to the woman.

      “Mrs. Oliver,” Charlie said, sounding as if he were trying to keep a stammer out of his voice, “this is Mr. Burnett and Mr. Warner.”

      “Greetings, gentlemen,” Mrs. Oliver said. “Are you more work colleagues of Mr. Sherman’s?”

      “No, ma’am,” Burnett said. “We just met this morning, actually. Miss Hamilton’s father hired us to come down here and find out why his children have a way of coming to Tidepool and not coming back.”

      Sorrow studied Mrs. Oliver’s face. If the woman found the presence of two detectives looking for someone she had just recently murdered to be at all troubling, she gave no sign of it. Her pale face remained blankly pleasant.

      Burnett continued. “We were relieved to find Miss Hamilton and Mr. Sherman safe and sound, but we’ve still gotten no word about Henry Hamilton. I don’t suppose you happened to meet up with him while he was here? Tall fellow, strapping, blond?”

      Sorrow wanted nothing more at that moment than to jump up, knock the table over, and scream until her throat was bloody. What had made that damnable woman come here this morning, of all days? Sorrow had never before seen her out of her house before noon.

      “Yes, I did,” Mrs. Oliver said. “Mr. Hamilton was quite interested in developing property here, and I believe he thought I might be interested in contributing to that endeavor.”

      Warner peered up at her with curiosity. “And did he say anything else about where he might be headed after he left this place?”

      “As I’ve told Miss Hamilton, he did not,” Mrs. Oliver said.

      Warner studied her for another minute.

      “Mrs. Oliver, if it’s agreeable with you, I would like to ask you some more questions later on.”

      Mrs. Oliver gave him a gracious nod. “Of course. My house is the large one up at the top of the hill leading into town. It is difficult to miss.”

      “That’s your place?” Burnett asked with interest.

      “Yes. Please do feel free to stop by for lunch, if that would suit you.”

      She wouldn’t really do it, would she? Sorrow worried that she was going to be sick right at the table. Would Ada Oliver brazenly kill two detectives, knowing that even more would come here to investigate the climbing number of suspicious disappearances and deaths in Tidepool?

      “Well, I’m not certain what kind of a schedule we will be following here,” Warner said. “But I will most definitely be calling on you. Thank you for the offer.”

      Mrs. Oliver nodded regally at them before going to the tavern entrance.

      “Miss Hamilton, you are looking quite pale,” Warner said, eyeing her intently through his glasses.

      “I am not feeling well,” Sorrow said, hoping her voice didn’t shake. She couldn’t tamp down the memory of Lucy coming for her in the basement. “And I was dearly hoping to recuperate at home.”

      Warner kept watching her.

      “Well, if you could remain in town just a little while longer …”

      Something inside Sorrow snapped. She stood up, resolving that she would simply climb over Burnett’s lap to escape the tavern if she had to.

      “Mr. Warner, I have already remained in Tidepool far longer than I ever would have liked, for reasons that have nothing to do with me or any of my actions here. I have given you all the information I have about Henry. Admittedly, it isn’t much, but it’s what I’ve got. What exactly is going to be accomplished by keeping me here even longer?”

      “Sorrow. Easy there,” Charlie said.

      “Well now, Miss Hamilton,” Burnett said, looking rather shocked at her outburst. “It’s just that we were going to travel back to Baltimore with you. We’re a bit concerned that a young man could disappear off the face of the earth over in these parts. We wanted to be sure the same thing didn’t happen to you.”

      “I got here quite safely,” Sorrow snapped. “I can get myself home safely as well.”

      “Your father asked us to escort you home, Miss Hamilton,” Warner said, sounding cold. “We intend to do that.”

      “Then you better be at the stables this afternoon. I will be there, whether you are or not. I absolutely will not remain here another night.”

      “Miss Hamilton,” Warner said. “Are you afraid of this place?”

      Charlie folded his hands together and pressed them in front of his mouth.

      Sorrow took a deep breath and tried to think of how to answer.

      Why in God’s name did she care so much about trying to conceal the truth of this town? Let the detectives do away with Mrs. Oliver. Let the creatures come out of the ocean, if that was truly what would happen. The people who had done nothing to protect her brother, or the dead man on the beach, or any of the others who had died here, deserved no more consideration for themselves. Did they?

      They did not. But Sorrow wanted to be sure she was safely out of town before the start of whatever terrible things were fated to happen if Mrs. Oliver was stopped from being able to carry out her morbid duty.

      “Yes, Mr. Warner,” she said at last. “I find this place quite distressing. Between the body on the beach, and the fact that my brother’s last known whereabouts were here, I find nothing appealing about Tidepool other than the possibility of getting away from it as soon as possible. And yet circumstances keep intervening to prevent me from taking my leave. Of course I’m afraid.”

      The detectives thought about that for a moment.

      “Well now,” Burnett said finally. “Certainly can’t fault anyone for that.”

      Warner said nothing. He continued staring at Sorrow, a thin line forming between his steely eyebrows.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

          A NOTE FROM HOME

        

      

    

    
      Sorrow, deeply unnerved by the events of the morning, decided to head out of the inn into the gray and cool morning. She had no idea where to go. The rolling waters of the Atlantic caught her ear, and before long she walked over to a bench on the town’s small boardwalk and stared out at the ocean.

      She tried to banish visions of the skeletons and the paintings of the sea creatures from her head as she watched the tide crashing against the shore. Gulls squabbled on the rocks, fighting over an object she couldn’t see; Sorrow wondered if the ocean had just regurgitated yet another ghastly remnant of one of Mrs. Oliver’s sacrifices. A cold breeze ruffled her dress, and she drew a shaky breath, trying to calm herself.

      Out of the corner of her eye she saw movement. Burnett walked by himself, heading in the direction of the marshal’s office. He raised his hat slightly to Sorrow as he walked by.

      “Won’t be long now, Miss Hamilton,” he called out. “I’m paying a visit to that marshal and my colleague is heading up to Mrs. Oliver’s. And then we can all go home.”

      “Fine,” Sorrow said. She still bristled at the idea that these men felt free to tell her when she could leave and where she could go when she had done nothing wrong.

      I should just go, she thought. Right now. There’s no possible good reason for me to stay. I have no obligations here just because of what two men I barely know told my father.

      She sat on the bench and continued watching the ocean. A few people showed up to walk along the water line, or fish, or look curiously at Sorrow.

      She wasn’t sure how long she had been sitting there when she sensed someone else approaching. Charlie hustled up to her, rather anxiously.

      “You all right, Sal- Sorrow?”

      “No, Charlie. I won’t be all right until we are home and Tidepool is a distant and very unpleasant memory.”

      Charlie looked out at the water and then back at her.

      “Sitting by the beach? Aren’t you afraid those creatures are going to come out of the ocean and get you?” He grinned down at her. She didn’t find any of this the slightest bit amusing, and she resumed staring at the water.

      “If you had been in Mrs. Oliver’s house with me yesterday, you wouldn’t be laughing about that.”

      Charlie sighed. “Look, Sorrow. I know this is an odd place, for certain. But you have to admit that the stories these folks are telling us sound far-fetched, and that’s putting it mildly.”

      “I’d invite you to pay a visit to Mrs. Oliver’s cellar if you need further persuasion,” Sorrow replied. “But I don’t want anything to happen to you. I’ve already seen enough death here.”

      Charlie clearly didn’t know what to say to that. He opened his mouth slightly, and then closed it and shook his head. He sat down on the bench next to her with a heavy thump.

      “I don’t want anything bad to happen to you either, Sorrow. Whatever’s really going on in this weird little place, I shall be as relieved as you to be putting it behind us.”

      He sat in silence with her after that. They were both contemplating the water and listening to the soothing sounds of the tide when they heard running footsteps.

      Now what?

      Sorrow sighed and looked to see who was approaching this time.

      Balt Cooper rushed towards them, waving an envelope.

      “Miss Hamilton!” He was completely out of breath as he reached them.

      “Yes? What is it now?” Sorrow said, not trying to hide her annoyance.

      “We just got this. A letter for you. A messenger said he traveled all night to deliver it here.”

      Her curiosity piqued, Sorrow stood and took the letter from Balt’s shaking hand. When she opened the envelope and unfolded the paper, her eye fell instantly to the signature at the bottom.

      “Hal.”

      Sorrow’s knees buckled and she sat down hard on the bench.

      “Sorrow? What is it?” Charlie asked.

      She didn’t answer. She couldn’t speak. She could only hope that her hands would stop shaking long enough for her to read the entire letter.

      

      Dearest Sally,

      Imagine my shock when I arrived home late last night and found Father nearly apoplectic. He begged to know where I had been, and he told me that you and Charlie had headed out to Tidepool to find me— because you believed I was missing!

      On my return to Ocean City after leaving Tidepool, I encountered two school friends and we traveled to Delaware to visit another friend who had been taken ill. I sent word home and had no idea you and Father never received it.

      I paid a messenger a special fee to deliver this message to Tidepool rather than rely on the infernal postal service again. Father is still in quite a state, as you can imagine. He said he had even sent detectives after the two of you! What a terrible mess your dunderheaded brother has gotten us all into.

      Please return home as soon as possible.

      Hal.

      Sorrow read the letter, and then read it again.

      “Sorrow?” Charlie asked.

      “It… it’s from Hal.” She handed the paper to Charlie. She noticed Balt craning his neck over Charlie’s shoulder.

      This wasn’t possible. She’d been told that her brother was dead.

      But she desperately, deeply needed it to be true. Had this whole thing truly been a misunderstanding?

      But then why on earth had Mrs. Oliver and Quentin and Balt all told her tales of sea monsters that could slaughter people, including her own brother? Had Quentin lied to her? Had all of them?

      And the thing in Mrs. Oliver’s basement. Lucy. What of that? Was Charlie right that “Lucy” was merely one of Tidepool’s human residents, helping to perpetuate a terrifying myth in order to frighten outsiders away?

      “Is that letter truly from your brother, Miss Hamilton?” Balt asked.

      Charlie stopped reading the letter. He looked utterly furious.

      “It’s his handwriting,” Sorrow said. Henry had always had an odd way of forming the letter “H”—he wrote it with a long tail trailing from the top of the right stroke, like a flag flying from a pole. And the “H”s in the letter had that same peculiar shape.

      Charlie turned to Balt.

      “I suppose all of you think this is really funny, don’t you?” he asked coldly.

      “Sir?” Balt asked, looking surprised.

      “Telling us about creatures in the water. Making poor Sorrow believe her brother was dead.”

      “But Mr. Sherman—”

      “Trying to scare away the outsiders, is that it?” Sorrow had never heard Charlie so angry. His face flushed as he shouted at Balt. “Don’t have enough backbone to just say that no, you don’t want us developing the place?”

      “But we did tell you that, Mr. Sherman.” Balt raised his chin. “Several times, I believe. You and your colleague simply wouldn’t listen.”

      “So you had to concoct these ridiculous stories to try scaring us away? You made us believe someone very dear to both of us was dead.”

      Sorrow stood. “That’s enough, Charlie. I’d say that clearly, our business here is done.”

      “It is indeed. What do you say we head up to Mrs. Oliver’s place and tell Warner and the other fellow to take us the hell out of here?” Charlie’s cheeks were still reddened from anger.

      “I say that’s the best idea you’ve had since you arrived in town.”

      As they walked away, Charlie turned and looked back at Balt.

      “And you needn’t worry about your precious town, Mr. Cooper. I’ve no intention of coming back here, and I’ll be telling my boss he’d be wasting time and money trying to make anything out of this pathetic, stinking little pile of sand. Hal and Sorrow here will back me up on that, I’m sure.”

      Sorrow glanced back to see how Balt was taking Charlie’s torrent of anger. Balt watched them with his red-rimmed eyes but seemed unruffled by it all. He had, after all, been terribly keen on getting them to leave.

      Sorrow’s head spun as they walked up Water Street. She was still trying to get her mind around the idea that everything she had just been through was some kind of sick hoax.

      But then why had Quentin been lurking in the inn last night, if he had no reason to believe that Sorrow was truly in danger? If she hadn’t stolen downstairs she would have never seen him, so he certainly hadn’t been there just to frighten her. And that thought bothered her.

      Perhaps Quentin didn’t know the stories were false. Who knew what people might have been telling him? If this was the kind of story the locals told to all outsiders, perhaps the eccentric fellow had come to believe everything he heard.

      Hal. She so desperately wanted to believe that Henry was at their home in Baltimore and safe with Father.

      “Your poor father. Worried sick over nothing at all. I bet hiring those two fellows wasn’t cheap either.” Charlie still sounded furious, although his voice was now slightly strained from the effort of walking up the hill towards the Oliver mansion.

      “I imagine not. But Father would spare no expense if he thought we were in danger.”

      Did the letter sound like Henry’s manner of writing? It was a bit more formal than she was used to seeing from him. Perhaps he was just moved to stiffer writing than usual because of all the trouble he had inadvertently caused.

      And the letter was indisputably in Henry’s familiar handwriting.

      It simply had to be from him. She and Charlie had indeed been the victims of an unspeakably cruel joke. The yokels in this town were probably sitting in Cooper’s Tavern right now, having a laugh at their expense.

      They reached the top of the hill, and Sorrow felt a flare of both anger and fear as she stared at Mrs. Oliver’s large, forbidding house. Even in daytime, the place felt as if it were shrouded in night. The heavy clouds hanging in the sky overhead contributed to the threatening aura.

      She remembered being locked in the basement with Lucy, and a renewed sense of unease came over her.

      What, or who, was Lucy, then? A friend Mrs. Oliver had enlisted to help scare the outsiders out of town?

      That had to be it.

      Then why did she still have a cold pit forming in her stomach as she looked at that house?

      No matter. Whatever the truth of this place was, it was time for them all to go. She marched up to the front step, seized the vile gargoyle knocker, and rapped on the door.

      “Mrs. Oliver? Hello?”

      No response. Sorrow didn’t bother to knock again; she threw the door open.

      “Sorrow!” Charlie said. “I’m angry too, but walking right into a place uninvited…”

      “Detective Warner? Mrs. Oliver? Quentin?” Sorrow ignored Charlie, and her shouts echoed off the walls.

      “Smells awful in here.” Charlie grimaced and waved a hand in front of his face. Indeed, the rotting fish stench that characterized Tidepool hung especially heavy in the air this morning.

      Mr. Simeon Oliver stared down from his portrait on the wall with his usual cold, haughty expression, as if he strongly disapproved of these people who’d barged into his home to accost his descendants.

      “Hello? Is anyone here?” She refused to believe nobody was home. It wasn’t as if there was much to do in Tidepool. And hadn’t Warner been headed to this place?

      She moved into the hallway. And froze.

      The door to the basement was wide open and a long smear of red trailed along the wooden floor. Crimson handprints defaced the wall. And the odor of dead fish was joined by a smell that reminded Sorrow of the slaughterhouse she had passed once in Baltimore. Her stomach roiled.

      “Oh, Sally,” Charlie breathed.

      The red trail led to the parlor, and Sorrow followed it despite Charlie’s restraining hand on her arm.

      She turned the corner and the back of her neck prickled as her brain attempted to make sense of what her eyes were seeing.

      Detective Warner lay sprawled on his back in the middle of the parlor floor, in an enormous pool of blood.

      He had been ripped open from neck to groin. His round spectacles lay several feet away from his head, and his glassy gray eyes appeared to be staring at Sorrow, pleading.

      As if he were still capable of asking for help.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

          THE NEW DAUGHTER

        

      

    

    
      Mrs. Ada Oliver

      1851

      

      I did not—and do not—like killing women. Women have a difficult enough time of it in this world, and I have no wish to further contribute to that.

      But the first two individuals I delivered to the depths were female.

      Ellen Oliver did not look terribly happy when I returned to the family home alone, even before I asked her where Simeon was. She was even less happy as the days went on and her brother did not return.

      Perhaps I should have felt compassion, as I too doted on my brother, but I could only remember how heartless this woman had been towards us. She had listened to my cries of pain on my wedding night and did nothing to help or comfort me. She said nothing when I appeared with a bruised face.

      And she had treated Quentin with increasing cruelty after I married Simeon. She’d shout at him or even strike him for following her around the house, or asking questions, or eating too much, or not eating enough. The simple fact of his existence in her house seemed to infuriate her. Although I’d told her in no uncertain terms what would happen to her if I saw her lay a hand on him again, she regularly raised her voice to him or banished him to his room, and Simeon never did anything to intervene.

      I felt nothing but cold anger towards her, even though her missing brother caused her much distress. Even so, I might have allowed her to remain with us if her suspicions had not turned to me.

      “It is odd, Ada, isn’t it?” she asked one evening as we sat in the parlor. Since Simeon had disappeared, the two of us spent most evenings sitting together in a chilly silence while Quentin, who detested Ellen as much as she did him, hid in his room. I read or did needlepoint. Ellen huddled in Simeon’s favorite chair and stared at the wall.

      “How so, Ellen?”

      She shot me a cool look.

      “That you disappeared in the water that night, and yet Simeon is the one nobody has seen again.”

      I put my book down. “It is believed he may have drowned while searching for me. Are you implying something else happened, Ellen?”

      She stared at the floor and took rather a long time to say that of course she wasn’t. But she did not fool me. Surely she was aware of how deeply unhappy I had been in my marriage to her brother. Perhaps she had even known of his dalliances with Mrs. Emma Willis; he had barely bothered to hide them.

      She said nothing else on that subject, but I frequently caught her watching me with narrowed eyes as I busied myself around the house. I was considering the best way to handle this when a voice sounded in my head.

      They are hungry. They grow restless.

      The next night, I asked Ellen to come with me to the beach for a walk so we could clear the air. She denied that there was anything to clear between us, but I insisted on it. We would have to rely on each other if Simeon was indeed lost for good, I said, and so we needed to resolve whatever tension remained after his disappearance.

      As we walked along the shore, I bade her look at a form on the beach that I claimed looked like a body. As she turned her back on me to glance where I’d pointed, I used the dagger I had hidden in my dress to slit her throat. And then I removed my clothing and carried her into the water, where the glowing green eyes of the Lords Below fell upon me and they took the corpse of my sister-in-law away.

      I did not hesitate long before sending Mrs. Emma Willis to join Ellen and Simeon. That ridiculous woman had been quite theatrical about mooning around town and bemoaning Simeon’s disappearance without letting anyone know just why she was in such profound emotional distress. She appeared at our house frequently on the pretext of keeping me company as I waited for any news about my husband’s fate.

      I would have liked to tell her that I bore her no grudge for her behavior with my husband, but I found her phony displays of concern for me both obnoxious and deeply offensive. She clutched my hand and wept on my shoulder and drank all my brandy and frequently fell into a drunken, snoring sleep in my parlor.

      The day a skull washed up on the beach, I knew that the Lords Below had sent a message. Quentin was the first one to spot it, and he found it so entrancing that I had some difficulty persuading him to give it to me. I studied the bone structure and wondered if it was what was left of Simeon’s head.

      We are hungry, Sister.

      I asked Emma Willis to the beach one night, telling her that I thought we could recite poetry to the water as a way to cope with our grief. She jumped at the chance to engage in such a maudlin, meaningless display, as I had known she would.

      And after I slit her throat, she joined her beloved Simeon in the depths, where they both belonged.
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      But after Mrs. Willis disappeared, I began to worry. Sooner or later, someone was bound to notice that I was repeatedly spotted with people just before they vanished. People accepted that Simeon had drowned or met some other misfortune while trying to find me, and I told the few people who asked that Ellen had journeyed to stay with some older Oliver relatives to recover from the pain of losing her brother. She had few friends in the town, and nobody seemed especially bothered about her rather abrupt departure.

      But the disappearances of people like Mrs. Emma Willis were going to become more difficult to explain, especially if it was believed I had any connection to them.

      One night, as Quentin and I were idling in the now very quiet Oliver household, someone knocked on the front door. I had not been expecting anyone, and Quentin certainly had nobody who might come calling. I approached the door with great caution.

      A person covered completely in a black shroud stood on the doorstep. Fear made my pulse quicken at the sight.

      Before I could ask what they wanted, the disguised person moved into the house and motioned for me to shut the door.

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      And then the creature pulled its shroud off, and I gasped. Quentin, who had come to the front hall to see who was calling on us, let out a cry of alarm.

      Although it stood on two legs, the creature was distinctly fishlike in appearance. It had large, bulging onyx eyes on either side of its head and a round lipless mouth that, I would discover later, concealed razor-sharp, dagger-like teeth that ran back towards its throat in narrow rows. Its bright emerald skin was covered in scales. A spiny ridge ran down its back. The creature’s arms and fingers were unnaturally long and tipped with alarming-looking talons. It reeked of fish and salt water, and of the metallic odor of blood.

      Something about its body suggested a woman’s shape to me; it had rounded hips and a scaled, curved green chest that could almost have been mistaken for the shape of breasts.

      What in God’s name was this frightful thing? Was one of the Lords Below displeased with me? Had the demon arrived here to mete out some sort of punishment – or to feed on me? My heart pounded, and I nearly stumbled backwards in my haste to get to the kitchen. I meant to find a knife to dispatch this hellish apparition before it could harm me or Quentin.

      “Quentin! Upstairs! Away from that thing!”

      His only response was to slide down the wall by the creature, whimpering.

      And then she spoke to me. Although I realized at once that the language she spoke was nothing like English, I understood her perfectly.

      “Do not fear me. I have come to help you.” That stopped me, and I turned back to her.  “The Lords sent me to you so you do not need to do our work alone. I require a dark room and a source of water so my skin does not dry out, and sometimes, I will need to feed.”

      Quentin’s voice shook as he spoke up at last.

      “What is it, Ada? Get rid of it.”

      I studied the creature for a moment as she stood in front of me, her head now slightly bowed. And then I smiled.

      “I shall do no such thing, Quentin. This is your new niece, and I expect you to take good care of her.”

      “My niece?” Quentin wailed.

      Forever after, I would be certain that our homes had spacious cellars with washtubs and rooms that could be kept dark.

      The creature proved to be quite useful, and I began to call her Lucy, my mother’s name. Lucy and I became close enough that we no longer needed to open our mouths to speak to each other. I heard her thoughts, as she heard mine.

      She was the one who informed me that I was going to be needed in a tiny coastal town called Tidepool, in neighboring Maryland.

      I did not like Tidepool when I first saw it; it looked terribly small and quite shabby after the places where I’d grown up. I hired a team of workers to build a house for Quentin, Lucy, and me up on the hill, well removed from the townspeople.

      When the house had been finished to my satisfaction, we traveled at night to reach Tidepool. Lucy had to ride inside our carriage, swaddled in damp cloth; she could go outside without needing special consideration for a few hours at a time, but it would have been unhealthy for her to be exposed to the dry air for the entire duration of the trip.

      And it would have been quite unsafe for all of us if any outsiders caught a glimpse of her before I could speak to the town elders. For it was in Tidepool that I was first instructed to approach the townspeople, explain why I was there, and offer the bargain they could make with the Lords Below to end the brutal attacks that had long plagued the tiny, pitiful place.

      They were quite skeptical of my claims at first, and I could not blame them. But when the slaughter ceased and Tidepool residents began to live without constant fear, they became far more favorably disposed towards me. I informed them that my daughter Lucy was instrumental to these efforts, and if they were to catch a glimpse of her at night, they were to leave her completely alone no matter how alarming they might find the sight of her.

      Quentin never did reconcile himself to Lucy, nor did she seem especially fond of him. I sometimes caught her staring at him in a way that made me fear she was considering feeding on him, although she certainly knew that the brother of a priestess was off-limits.

      Truly, Quentin should have been grateful to her, because she saved his life. Or perhaps that is not quite accurate.

      Lucy told me how to get his life back.
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      Shortly after our move to Tidepool, Quentin began complaining of pain in the right side of his abdomen. He yelped when the doctor pressed on the spot. The doctor was unsure of what might have caused such a complaint and advised Quentin to rest and eat nothing until his stomach upset abated.

      But Quentin grew increasingly ill and feverish. He tossed and moaned constantly, unable to find a position that relieved his pain or allowed him to rest in comfort. His skin went chalk white, and he could not keep even a sip of water down. He refused what little food I offered him.

      When I checked on him two nights after the onset of his illness, he was dead.

      My emotions had mostly died along with me on the night Simeon knocked me overboard; indeed, my feelings had been drained well before that thanks to my dreary existence as an unhappily married woman. But when I found Quentin lifeless in his bed, his glassy eyes fixed on the ceiling, something broke open inside of me and I dropped to the floor.

      I had always protected Quentin. Even as a child, when his odd nature first became apparent, I would defend him from the neighborhood children who tormented him. After our mother died, I attempted to take over that role for him, ensuring that he was clean and well-fed and that he did not leave the house in the kind of bizarre, mismatched, unseasonable clothing he would wear on his own initiative. Our father’s death made me even more protective of him, as now he was all I had in the world.

      Later, I protected him from Simeon’s anger when Quentin would not behave as Simeon thought a young man should. I defended him from the hateful Ellen.

      And after Simeon’s death, people who were openly cruel to Quentin made themselves into quick candidates for a visit to the Lords Below.

      Quentin was all I had ever truly cared about in life. I could not bear the thought of being without him.

      It was Lucy who told me what to do. She appeared in the doorway of Quentin’s room as I sat on the floor by his deathbed. I could barely see her through my tears.

      “They can bring him back, Mother.”

      “What? Who can?”

      “Our Lords can revive him. Wait until night and carry him into the water with you. Ask for a boon. You have served them well; you have earned it. They can restore him as they restored you.”

      I did what she said. The strength the priestesses had given me when I was in the ocean enabled me to carry Quentin in my arms as easily as if he were an infant, and I made my way down to Tidepool’s beach. Not even bothering to remove my clothing first, I carried Quentin’s body straight into the water. I walked along the sea bottom until I saw the glowing eyes of the Lords upon me.

      “Bring him back,” I told them, before they could assume he was meant for them.

      The surrounding water seemed to grow colder. “And why would we do that?”

      “Because I am his protector, as I am this town’s. I cannot lose him. I have served you ably and well since my death, and now I ask you for this boon.”

      There was a long pause before I heard the verdict.

      “If we do this, he is bound to you. He lives as long as you live. If you die, so does he.”

      “I understand.”

      Another moment passed.

      “Carry him back to the shore. He will not be able to thrive underwater as you do.”

      Their eyes faded in the gloom of the water. I did as they told me, and I lay Quentin’s body out on the sand.

      At first he did not move, and I thought the Lords had deceived me. I was thinking of how I could get my revenge on them for lying to me when Quentin’s eyes opened and he drew breath again. Even in the darkness I could see the gray pallor leaving his face.

      If I expected Quentin to display any gratitude that I had brought him back, I was to be disappointed. He seemed even more withdrawn and frightened of the world once he understood fully what had happened to him.

      He did not like Lucy. He did not like Tidepool.

      Although he never said so, I felt he did not like what I had become either. He had kept a certain distance from me since the night I returned from my own rebirth. Perhaps because he knew me best, he seemed to sense I was a completely different being from what I had been before my fall from the ship’s deck. I caught him eyeing me from around doors or corners, looking wary and uncomfortable.

      Maybe that was why he never seemed grateful to Lucy for offering the advice that brought him back into this life.

      Or to me, for bringing him back.

      Soon after his rebirth, Quentin began his futile attempts to return to the grave. I’d find him sprawled on the floor with his neck slashed, blood gushing from his sliced-open throat as he stared at me with despair.

      When the knives didn’t work, Quentin managed to obtain a revolver from someone in Tidepool. He left a horrid mess on the parlor wall when attempting to shoot himself. The wound in his head healed quickly, and when he could move properly again I set him to work scouring his own brain matter off the wall.

      I thought that having to clean up his own nauseating mess might deter him from trying to take his life again, but one night I arrived home to find him dangling by his neck from a rope; he had turned my front staircase into a gallows.

      I’d had enough. I always attempted to help him when finding him in these ghastly states, but clearly it did him no good.

      He asked me to help him get down, although the damage to his neck made him rather difficult to understand.

      I refused.

      “You got yourself up there, Quentin. You can get yourself down. Or perhaps I could send Lucy up to help you.” He kicked uselessly at the sound of her name.

      It took him the better part of a day to get himself free from his own noose.

      “Are you going to stop this foolishness, Quentin?” I asked him. “It is as I’ve told you; you cannot die as long as I live. These stunts of yours are pointless. And messy.”

      He stared down at the floor, avoiding my eye.

      “Yes, Ada” he murmured. “I’ll stop.”

      But he never did. He refused to accept the truth of his situation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

          THE BLOODY MESS

        

      

    

    
      Sorrow Hamilton

      

      The meager amount of breakfast Sorrow managed to eat that morning now fought hard to escape her stomach, and she pressed a hand against her mouth, willing herself not to be sick.

      Charlie pushed his way past her and stared down at the blood-spattered remains of Detective Warner.

      “Oh, for the love of…” Charlie spun around and started eyeing the house wildly. “That’s enough!” he screamed. “We’re on to you! This isn’t funny anymore!”

      “Charlie,” Sorrow whispered. “Oh, Charlie. This is no hoax.”

      “Of course it is,” Charlie said.

      Sorrow felt tears stinging her eyes. She knew now, beyond any doubt, that her brother was truly dead. And she and Charlie were in terrible danger.

      “Sorrow, it’s all going to be OK,” Charlie said, as if he wasn’t standing before a horribly mutilated body.

      “How, Charlie? What do you think this is?” She pointed to Warner’s eviscerated corpse.

      Charlie shook his head, moving his hands around as if he were trying to conjure up an answer that could explain the horrible sight in front of him. For once, he couldn’t seem to speak.

      Sorrow didn’t wait for his response; she fled the house, her heels thumping on the wooden floor of the Oliver home. A cold rain began to fall as she burst out of the house and ran in the direction of the stables. If they wouldn’t give her the buggy back, she’d just keep running. She no longer cared about what she might face on the stretch to Ocean City. She cared only about putting Tidepool behind her.

      “Sorrow! Stop!” Charlie’s running feet sounded behind her, and he grabbed her arm and spun her around.

      “Charlie, I’m leaving. Right now.”

      “Look. Let’s go get Detective Burnett and—”

      “No!” She screamed the word at him. “I won’t stay here another minute. I won’t, Charlie.”

      “But it was all a—”

      “It isn’t a hoax!” She was still shouting. She thought she might never stop. “Every time I try to leave, someone detains me and then some other horrible thing happens here. I won’t be kept here any longer!”

      Charlie’s fingers tightened on her arm. “Sorrow, I insist. Come with me to the inn. We wait for Detective Burnett.”

      “And tell him what? That this ‘hoax’ got his partner gutted like an animal?”

      Charlie took a deep breath and began looking around the area outside the Oliver house rather wildly. Sorrow thought she could actually see his mind working, trying to reconcile what he needed to be true with what he could see happening all around him.

      She tried to pull her arm loose. He kept a tight grip.

      Sorrow struggled to hold on to whatever small bit of calm might still have been lingering inside her. “Charlie. Please. I can’t force you to see the truth. But by that same token, you cannot force me to stay here. And I can’t help but feel that Detective Warner’s life might have been saved if I had been allowed to leave when I originally wished.”

      “But Sorrow,” Charlie said finally, his eyes pleading. “The letter…”

      “The letter is the hoax, Charlie.” The words made Sorrow’s throat ache as she forced them out. “I don’t know who wrote it or how, but Hal is dead. He died here. I’m so sorry. But if we don’t leave now, we will join him.”

      As she spoke, she spotted a woman in black over Charlie’s left shoulder, walking towards them from the direction of Mrs. Oliver’s house. The woman looked too tall and thin to be Mrs. Oliver and she shambled oddly, as though she had sore feet. The veiled black hat she wore made it impossible for Sorrow to guess at her identity.

      “Oh, Sorrow.” Charlie’s face fell, and Sorrow thought for a second that Charlie might faint into her arms. “What do we do?”

      “We leave! As I’ve been saying.”

      “But Detective Burnett could protect us if we go and find him.”

      “Protect us?” She barked out a humorless laugh. “Did you not just see his partner in Mrs. Oliver’s house? They can’t even protect themselves!”

      “We shouldn’t just leave him here,” Charlie said, stubbornness and determination filling his voice again. “He’s in danger too.”

      Sorrow closed her eyes and shook her head. “If you wish to go back and get him, then godspeed. But I shall not remain in this town.”

      “But I won’t leave you alone,” he said. And he stepped forward and pressed a lingering kiss against Sorrow’s lips. His own lips were rough and damp from the rain, and they tasted faintly of salt. Her pulse quickened as she kissed him back. For a fleeting second or two, warmth spread through her body.

      “I’m sorry,” he said when he backed away. “I wanted you to understand why I cannot leave you behind.”

      “It’s all right.” She wondered if he could see her blushing. “But this isn’t the time. When we get back to Baltimore and all this is behind us…”

      Shish-shish. Shish-shish.

      That noise. Sorrow would never, could never forget it.

      “Sorrow? What is it?” Charlie’s eyes widened as he studied her face.

      The black-clad woman drew closer behind them, and now Sorrow realized that under the long black gown, the woman’s feet were making that horrific moist slapping sound against the ground. The woman’s face was almost completely veiled, but the skin that Sorrow could see looked scaly and … green.

      And then it hissed at them.

      Lucy.

      She’d been trapped in Mrs. Oliver’s basement with this thing and now it was out and it was about to chase down—

      “Charlie!” she screamed.

      “What is it?” He spun around and saw the creature closing the distance between them.

      And he let out a disbelieving hoot of laughter.

      “What the hell is this supposed to be now?” he said, and in that instant, the thing in the black dress hissed again and whipped razor-sharp claws across Charlie’s throat.

      Charlie screamed and released Sorrow’s arm as he staggered backwards, clutching the wound.

      “Sally…run…” That was all he could get out before he began choking on his own blood.

      The creature lunged forward and slashed at him again and Charlie’s blood spurted forth from his torn throat and splattered across the creature’s veil. Sorrow screamed and tried to pull Charlie back as Charlie ripped the fiend’s veil off its inhuman face and its hat tumbled to the ground. Bulbous black eyes sat on either side of its scaly, green head.

      The creature yanked Charlie away from Sorrow and sank what looked like hundreds of sharp yellow teeth into his neck. It tore a large chunk of flesh away and began to chew.

      She had to escape.

      I can’t. Can’t leave Charlie.

      The creature ripped more bites of Charlie’s flesh out of his shoulder, and blood spurted from the new wound, spattering the thing’s green face.

      “Get away from him!” Sorrow screamed, knowing it was useless.

      The creature stopped tearing at Charlie, who sagged in its arms, and stared at Sorrow. It bared its bloodstained teeth at her and hissed again. The stench of decayed fish was now mixed with a strong metallic odor.

      Sorrow felt as if she were observing the horrific scene outside of her own body. Her legs simply would not move no matter how much she urged them to start running, and her head felt as if it were full of helium, floating somewhere above this unspeakable sight.

      The creature released poor Charlie at last. Charlie’s body dropped to the muddying ground with an awful, final thud, and Sorrow needed only one brief glance at the rain falling on his fixed hazel eyes to know he was gone.

      Lucy bared her numerous teeth and began advancing on Sorrow, making that horrible shish-shish sound of wet footsteps once more. And something in that sound snapped her back to herself.

      As Lucy lunged for her, Sorrow reached into her dress pocket, seized the knife she had stolen from the tavern kitchen, and buried it in Lucy’s chest.

      Lucy screeched as Sorrow pushed the knife downwards. Fabric tore and fine bones snapped under the knife blade as she carved through Lucy’s chest and belly.

      “Like gutting a fish,” she said to Lucy. “Just like gutting a fish.” And she laughed, a high-pitched mad cackle entirely unlike her normal laugh.

      Lucy flailed a clawed hand around and slashed across Sorrow’s face. Intense pain seared through the wound, and her right eye throbbed so that she nearly dropped the knife. But she did not dare let go.

      Sorrow pulled the knife out of Lucy’s gut and then stabbed into Lucy’s neck again as the fiend’s blood and viscera poured out onto the ground. Lucy let out a shriek like no sound Sorrow had ever heard from any creature, human or marine.

      Sorrow had never quite understood the phrase “screaming bloody murder.” She did now, for she screamed until she thought her throat would bleed as she stabbed at Lucy again and again. The foul creature collapsed on the wet ground, only a few paces from Charlie’s body. Sorrow tumbled over on top of the thing, plunging the knife into its body until its black eyes filmed over and it went completely still and silent.

      Sorrow’s breath came in rapid, shallow gulps, as if she had run a great distance. Her arm throbbed. She attempted to calm herself and choked out a sob instead. Her vision grew dark and blurry at its edges as she scrambled backwards on her hands and knees from the carnage that now covered the street. Mud, blood, and the viscera that had spilled from Lucy’s chest slimed Sorrow’s hands.

      She caught a glimpse of Charlie’s blond hair matted with blood, and she couldn’t look at him again. She struggled to her feet. The wound on her face burned as the cold rain struck it, and blood and mud stained the front of her blue dress.

      “It was coming from up here!” Shouts sounded in the distance, and footsteps pounded up the hill. Sorrow seized the knife from Lucy’s chest, not wishing to face any further threats unarmed.

      “Good lord in heaven!” Marshal Lewis, pink-faced and panting from the run, came into view on the sidewalk. His eyes bulged out as he saw the mutilated corpses on the ground. Another man Sorrow didn’t know hurried up behind him.

      Marshal Lewis stared around madly as he took in the bloody scene. And then his gaze rested on Sorrow. His mouth dropped open as he spotted the knife she held.

      “Miss Hamilton!” he said. “Dear God. Whatever have you done?”

      “It killed Charlie!” she sobbed. “That thing killed Charlie!”

      The two men looked at the bodies sprawled on the ground in rivers of blood. And then they looked at Sorrow again.

      And Marshal Lewis pulled a gun from his coat and trained it on Sorrow.

      “Marshal? What are you doing?” she said in a breaking voice.

      “Drop that knife, Miss Hamilton,” he said.

      “I had to do it!” she said. “It was coming after me. It got one of the detectives. He’s in there.” She couldn’t stop talking even as tears poured down her face, burning the slash across her right eye and cheek.

      “A detective? You mean you’ve killed others?”

      “But I didn’t!” She knew how this had to look, but surely he’d see the truth.

      “I will not ask you again, Miss Hamilton. Drop the knife,” Marshal Lewis said.

      Perhaps I should just let him shoot me, Sorrow thought. It might be more merciful than whatever else this hellhole has in store for me.

      But that would kill Father, who has already lost one child now.

      Sorrow let the knife fall.

      “Good girl,” Lewis said, speaking slowly and carefully as though he were addressing a madwoman. He strode over to Sorrow, ducking around the two bodies on the ground.

      “And now I will need you to come with me.”

      “No! I’m not going back there. We’re in danger. All of us!”

      “Miss Hamilton, the only danger I see is from you,” Lewis said, sounding colder now. He grabbed one of her arms, keeping his gun trained on her.

      “The thing killed Charlie,” she said again. “I had to defend myself.”

      “But I came up here and found you standing over two bloody bodies with a knife,” Marshal Lewis said.

      “What should we do about this?” the other man asked, his eyes still wide.

      “I’ll call on Conlan as soon as I get her stowed away.” Lewis began marching Sorrow down the wet street. “Go check in there and be sure Mrs. Oliver is all right, and keep watch on the scene here, Harris. Don’t want anyone happening on this site by accident. They’ll never sleep again.”

      Harris shook his head and murmured something Sorrow didn’t hear as Lewis marched her implacably back into Tidepool.

      “Damn you,” she said. “Why wouldn’t you just let us leave?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

          THE CELL

        

      

    

    
      The marshal turned to look at Sorrow.

      “Why, Miss Hamilton, isn’t it obvious? You showed up in town and then a man washed up dead on the beach. I couldn’t just let you flee. And clearly, I was right to be suspicious. I only wish I had intervened earlier.”

      He kept his gun trained on her as they walked. Sorrow wondered if she could knock it away from him and get a running head start before he recovered it and shot at her. Townspeople were peering out from shop windows as he marched her down Water Street, and they gasped as they took in Sorrow’s bloodstained, muddied clothes and bleeding face, and the gun the marshal held on her.

      “Stop lying, Marshal. I know what’s really happening in this town. You know damn well I had nothing to do with that man on the beach.”

      “Miss Hamilton, I do not appreciate the language,” he said stiffly.

      “Then let me leave Tidepool and you’ll never have to hear it again.”

      Lewis snorted.

      “I’m afraid we can’t do that.”

      “We who?”

      “This town.”

      The cold rain fell harder now, lashing at her wounded face. The marshal’s office came into view as they headed up Gull Street, and Lewis led her into the tiny cell in the back of the office. He released her arm but kept the gun trained on her until he’d backed out of the cell. He locked the metal door.

      “Don’t you idiots understand?” She ran forward and grabbed the rusty bars.

      “Miss Hamilton, what you don’t understand is that Mrs. Oliver is going to be terribly upset when she learns what you did to her daughter. You should be grateful I’m putting you in a place where she will be unable to get to you.”

      “Is that so?” Sorrow snapped. “What do you think the authorities in Baltimore are going to do when they learn one of their own was slaughtered here? You’re letting that murderous woman doom all of you.”

      Lewis regarded her. Something, perhaps a spark of fear, flickered behind his eyes for a second.

      “If you truly understand what is going on here, you know that the ‘murderous woman’ is the only thing keeping this town from doom.”

      “And I also know that your damnable secret is going to get more people killed, Marshal. Do you think Charlie Sherman’s parents are going to sit by idly and accept that their son was slaughtered here, without investigation or retribution? Or the detectives? If you had let us go when we asked…”

      And then Sorrow had to break off, because Charlie hurt too much to think about, and her salty tears stung the slashing wound Lucy had left across her face. If only they’d been allowed to go, Charlie would still be alive. And she might still have hope that her brother was somewhere out there, false though that hope would be.

      And if she had never come here, Charlie wouldn’t have come to Tidepool looking for her.

      You were right, Father. I should never have come here. I’m so, so sorry.

      Lewis avoided her eyes; he looked down and shuffled things in his desk drawer for a moment before producing a handkerchief, which he passed through the bars of the cell to Sorrow.

      “You want to hold that to your face,” he said. He stared for another moment. “Be a shame if it leaves a scar. Pretty girl like you.”

      Sorrow turned away from him and pressed the cloth to her cheek. The wound throbbed and the handkerchief came away red.

      From behind her, Lewis spoke again.

      “I’m going out to find the mayor and the deputy mayor and get all this squared away. Don’t try anything. You will regret it if you do.”

      As if she could ever regret anything more than coming to Tidepool in the first place.

      He left and slammed the office door behind him, and she felt helpless. She wanted to scream. She grabbed the bars and shook them, wondering how strong they were. As rusted as they were, they were still more than sturdy enough to keep her inside the cell.

      She accepted that she was going to die in Tidepool, and feelings of grief and guilt spread through her as she thought of her father and the Shermans back in Baltimore, never knowing what had become of their children. Mrs. Oliver would keep killing any unexpected people who appeared in her town even if she no longer had Lucy to do it for her, and the townspeople would aid her by stalling any outside attempts to investigate the things that happened here. It was all part of the sick bargain they’d struck with that woman.

      If only Sorrow had kept the knife. She could have tried to use it to work the lock on the cell door loose.

      Mother’s hatpin. What if that might work? She pulled her mother’s opal hatpin free from her hat and attempted to reach through the bars. But the padlock was at an awkward angle and she couldn’t manage to get the pin into the lock—and she had to admit that she wouldn’t know how to open the lock anyhow, even if she could get her hands in the proper position. It wasn’t as if lock-picking was a skill she’d ever been taught back in her school days.

      She replaced the hatpin and then sat on the hard floor of the cell. Fatigue overtook her, but visions of Charlie’s slaughtered body filled her head every time she closed her eyes. The chill from her rain-damp clothing settled into her bones. She had no idea how much time had passed when Lewis returned.

      “I don’t believe Mrs. Oliver knows what you did to her daughter yet,” the marshal told her. “Nobody has seen her since this morning. You should consider yourself lucky.”

      She glared at him.

      “When my father and Charlie Sherman’s parents find out what happened to their children here, your luck will run out, sir.”

      “They’ll stay away if they know what’s best for them,” Lewis said coldly, sitting down behind the desk. “People who come here thinking they’re going to teach us a better way to live often learn that we’re quite happy the way we are.”

      “Oh yes. Such a happy place this is! Just an occasional murder here and there,” Sorrow shot back. “Nothing that would hurt the conscience overmuch, right?”

      “If that’s what you wish to believe, I do not care,” Lewis said, and then he turned back to the papers on his desk and ignored her.

      The front door banged open and Detective Burnett stormed into the office. His dark brows were knotted over his prominent nose and his cheeks were flushed red. She scrambled to her feet and grasped the bars.

      “What in the hell happened to my partner and the Sherman fellow?” he said to Lewis. All his jocularity from the morning was gone. “I see them at breakfast and two hours later, they’re mangled corpses. What is this place?”

      The marshal jumped to his feet and gave Burnett a look of sympathy that Sorrow found wholly unbelievable.

      “Detective Burnett, we deeply regret what has happened here. We will investigate this thoroughly—”

      “I’ll ask you again, Lewis. What happened to these people? Who in the hell did that to him? What kind of a town is this?”

      “Lucy killed them, Detective. At Ada Oliver’s bidding,” Sorrow called out.

      Burnett’s head whipped around as if he had failed to notice Sorrow in the prison cell until now, and his dark eyes widened.

      “Why in the hell is that girl locked up like that, Marshal? And what’d you do to her face?”

      “We found her at the scene of the murders this morning with a bloody knife, Detective. Mr. Sherman and Mrs. Oliver’s daughter were lying dead at her feet, and your associate was inside the house, slaughtered in a similarly violent, bloody fashion. I’m terribly sorry. I had suspected the girl might be behind the recent death here, but I wasn’t able to apprehend her before she killed again.”

      “Mrs. Oliver’s daughter? What in God’s name are you talking about, Lewis?” The color rose in Burnett’s face.

      “Detective. Please,” Sorrow said, trying to keep her voice steady. “They’ll kill us both if we don’t get away from here.”

      Lewis continued as if Sorrow hadn’t spoken. “Mrs. Oliver’s daughter was one of her victims. Surely you saw her. She… she was rather hard to miss. She had a unique appearance.”

      Burnett looked back and forth between Lewis and Sorrow, his mouth open.

      “There wasn’t any girl there. Or anything like a girl. Charles Sherman was lying dead outside the Oliver house. My partner was dead inside. Who in hell is this daughter you’re talking about?”

      Sorrow’s unpleasant breakfast threatened to come up again. Lucy was gone? That wasn’t possible. She’d made damn sure Lucy would never rise again.

      Hadn’t she?

      “Detective, Miss Hamilton told me herself—”

      “You expect me to believe this girl could have done all that?” Burnett jabbed a shaking finger at her. “Poor Warner looked ripped nearly to shreds. And as for the Sherman fellow, why in hell would she slaughter her only friend here?”

      Lewis rubbed the back of his neck. “Have you another explanation for why she would be right there with the bloody murder weapon?”

      “Mrs. Oliver and her daughter killed Henry, Detective,” Sorrow blurted out. “They told me. I couldn’t save Charlie. It was so fast—”

      “Shut up!” Lewis roared, his attempt at calm pleasantry gone now.

      “And they got your partner,” Sorrow continued, ignoring Lewis. “They’re going to kill me as soon as they can figure out a way to explain it away. And they’ll get you, too.”

      Burnett glared at her, his face growing pale except for bright red spots that stood out on either side of his nose. She couldn’t tell how he was taking this. Did he believe her? Or would he side with Lewis?

      Lewis coughed.

      “Detective Burnett, strange things have been happening ever since the Hamiltons first appeared in this town. I’ve no idea why they chose to focus on our nice, quiet place—”

      Burnett rounded on Lewis and slammed a meaty fist into the man’s round face. Sorrow gasped as the marshal’s head snapped backwards and hit the office wall with a crack that sickened her. Lewis let out one low gurgle, slid down the wall, and collapsed on the floor.

      “I’ve had about enough from the lying hayseeds here,” Burnett said to nobody in particular. “And that was before they decided to gut my partner.”

      And then he trained his intense dark gaze on Sorrow again.

      “And who is this ‘Lucy’?” he asked.

      Burnett was so angry he actually trembled from it, and she knew full well that if she began speaking of murderous sea creatures being kept in people’s basements, he might well strike her too.

      “They said she was Mrs. Oliver’s daughter,” Sorrow said carefully. “I don’t know if that was true.”

      “And you were there? You saw what happened?” His glance swept down her muddied, bloody dress.

      Sorrow, attempting to keep the shaking from her voice, told Burnett as much as she dared about what she had seen. She told him how she and Charlie had gone to Mrs. Oliver’s mansion only to find Warner dead and mutilated in the parlor. How they had left the house, and how a deranged Lucy had run after them and attacked Charlie. Fatally.

      And how Sorrow, in fear for her own life and attempting to save Charlie’s, had killed Lucy with the butcher knife she had taken from the Coopers’ kitchen.

      She carefully neglected to mention that Lucy, whatever she might have been, wasn’t human.

      “I thought Lucy was dead, Detective. Perhaps I was wrong.”

      “What in hell were you doing with the Coopers’ butcher knife?” he asked, and she hoped she hadn’t made a mistake telling him about that.

      “I’ve been terrified here. Between the dead people washing up on the beach and my brother going missing…I just didn’t feel safe. And I wasn’t wrong, was I?”

      “I see,” Burnett said. He ran a finger across his large chin several times. “Well, now. Let me think on this.”

      Sorrow tried not to look at Marshal Lewis’s arm, which stretched sideways as if he were reaching out from behind his desk for her. Lewis let out a rasping snore. At least he was still alive.

      “You stay here just a little while longer,” he said. “I’m going to go up to the stables and make the arrangements to get Mr. Sherman and Mr. Warner back home. When that’s done, I’ll return here and collect you.”

      Sorrow’s heart sank at the sound of that. Charlie. Poor dear Charlie. Going home at last.

      “At least let me out.”

      “Hm. I’m sure that cell isn’t pleasant, Miss Hamilton, but it’s probably the safest place for you right now. I don’t know what the rabble might do if they learn that you killed a prominent neighbor’s daughter, but best that you don’t have to find that out the hard way. These small-town types can be vengeful.”

      “But what about him?” Sorrow pointed a shaking finger at Lewis’s unconscious form.

      “Who, him? He’s not going anywhere for the moment. And he isn’t my problem.”

      With that, Burnett left, slamming the door behind him.

      Sorrow slid down the wall, burying her head against her knees so she didn’t have to look at Lewis’s hand reaching out from behind the desk. She was not a praying type, but as she huddled on the floor, she quietly called upon anyone who might possibly be listening—Charlie, Henry, the mother she had never known, even Detective Warner—to help her escape Tidepool with her life.

      She had no idea how long she had been sitting with her face buried when the door to the office swung open again. She looked up, expecting to see Burnett.

      Quentin walked into the office. His heavy glasses were pushed up over his forehead, causing his black hair to stick out in a jagged halo all around his head. He peered down at her with his sad, dark eyes.

      “Hello, Sally. What are you doing in there?”
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          THE LORDS BELOW

        

      

    

    
      Sorrow pulled herself to her feet again, relief pulsing through her body. “Marshal Lewis brought me here. And then Detective Burnett wanted me to remain until he is ready to escort me home.”

      Quentin walked over and peered down at the marshal’s crumpled form with curiosity, but no apparent distress.

      “Did you do that?” He looked at her with a raised eyebrow.

      “Certainly not. Detective Burnett did it.”

      “Oh,” Quentin said. And then he gave Sorrow a closer look.

      “You got a letter from your brother this morning.” It wasn’t a question, and Sorrow stared at him.

      “How did you know?”

      “They made me write it.” He stared at the floor as if he were ashamed. “Ada made Henry write his address for her when he visited the house, and I’m good at copying.”

      “Why did you do that, Quentin?”

      He shook his head, unable to meet her eye. “Ada and the Coopers were scared when those men showed up. They thought the note would make all of you go away. I’m sorry.”

      Sorrow’s head reeled. “Then why on earth did Ada set Lucy on Warner?”

      “She didn’t. Lucy wasn’t herself lately. She was hungry all the time, and she wanted to feed again. Ada couldn’t stop her.”

      Sorrow pressed her forehead against the cell bars.

      “My god,” she said.

      “You killed Lucy,” he said, with no particular emotion.

      “She killed Charlie. And she would have killed me too, if I hadn’t had that knife from the Coopers’ kitchen.”

      “Ada’s very angry,” Quentin said.

      “I don’t care.”

      “You should care.”

      Sorrow’s temper began to rise. “She and Lucy should have left my brother and my dear friend alone.”

      “But Ada can do things you can’t,” Quentin said. “You should leave here soon, but it might already be too late.”

      Sorrow, who had already accepted that she was going to meet her end in Tidepool, looked at Quentin with a slight hope.

      “Quentin? If you could find the key to this cell and let me out, I could leave.”

      Quentin nodded. He casually walked over to Lewis and rifled through the unconscious man’s pockets until he came up with a keyring.

      “This must be it,” he said. He approached Sorrow’s cell.

      The first key didn’t fit in the lock. Neither did the second or third keys, and Quentin’s hands began to tremble.

      “What on earth does that man need with all those?” Sorrow asked in frustration as Quentin fumbled with the keyring.

      The next two keys didn’t work either. But the sixth key turned, and the lock clicked. Quentin pulled the padlock free and then swung the door open. Sorrow hurried out.

      “Thank you, Quentin,” she said. “With all my heart.”

      “Come with me, Sally,” he said. “I might be able to protect you from Ada until we get to the stables.”

      “I will. But wait.”

      She scrawled a note for Burnett to find when he returned to the office, as she didn’t want him running around town attacking random people if he couldn’t find her. She tucked the note in between the bars of the cell.

      That left her with one more disagreeable task. She approached Marshal Lewis. The man’s nose was turning the size and color of an eggplant, and dark blood soaked his sandy moustache. The man still snored softly.

      “What are you doing, Sally?”

      “Protecting myself.”

      Moving slowly and carefully so as not to rouse him, Sorrow ran a hand under Lewis’s coat until she found his gun. She wasn’t sure if she could shoot someone. But she was quite willing to try if someone attempted to interfere with her escape yet again. She placed the pistol in her dress pocket.

      And then she followed Quentin out of the office. The rain had stopped, and rays of sunlight attempted to break through the gray cloud cover. Humid air rolled off the ocean, and she wondered how the day itself could seem so normal when such horrible things had happened. Sorrow heard the waves hitting the shore and knew she would never go to a beach voluntarily again. The sounds and the smells were no longer agreeable to her. They made her think of dead things floating in the water. They made her think of Charlie’s death, and her throat tightened up.

      When they passed the beach, Quentin froze.

      Mrs. Oliver stood at the water’s edge, her hands outstretched, her black hair unbound. She was chanting words in a language Sorrow didn’t understand but felt deeply unnerved by anyhow.

      Something green bobbed up and down in the ocean. As Mrs. Oliver stood on the sand and chanted, Lucy’s corpse floated away on the waves.

      Quentin turned, and his dark eyes were wide with alarm. He held a finger to his lips.

      But as if she had sensed them coming, Mrs. Oliver looked over her shoulder and glared at Sorrow.

      And as she did, a rage both fire-hot and ice cold rose inside Sorrow’s chest, making her pulse pound. This woman, this unnatural and pitiless creature, had taken the lives of the two people most dear to her. She raised her chin and marched over to the boardwalk as she returned Mrs. Oliver’s hate-filled stare.

      “You murdered my Lucy,” Mrs. Oliver snarled at Sorrow.

      “Your Lucy killed my brother. And Charlie. And countless others. The scales are quite unbalanced on your end, Ada Oliver.”

      Mrs. Oliver’s dark eyes looked even blacker and more pitiless as a beam of the struggling sunlight hit her face.

      “Your dear brother was told when he first made contact with the mayor of this town that we had no interest in being ‘developed’. We prefer to be left alone. He chose to come anyhow. What happened next was on his own head.”

      “He was a guest in your town.” Sorrow’s heart beat faster as she spoke to Ada in the manner she had been wanting to almost since her arrival in Tidepool. “And he meant you no harm. He couldn’t possibly have known about the sick and demented things you get up to in this vile place.”

      “He thought of seducing me in order to get my money and further this ridiculous development idea he had,” Ada shot back.

      “What?” Sorrow’s cheeks grew hot. “You’re a liar. He would never.”

      The wind picked up from the direction of the water as Ada smirked. “I am afraid your dear brother was not as saintly as you believe, Miss Hamilton. Men are never as clever around women as they think they are. I should know, as I have had had far more experience with them than you have, child.”

      “How dare you?” Sorrow blazed. “I am no child. And no matter what you say, there was no reason for you to kill him.”

      “I must tend to the needs of the Lords Below. He made himself available. I do not enjoy doing such things, but the alternative cost to the town would be far worse.”

      Sorrow’s head throbbed with anger. “I see. Well, in all honesty, I quite enjoyed ending the life of that disgusting thing you called a daughter. I only wish I could have filleted her before she murdered my dear Charlie.”

      “Sally,” Quentin whispered from somewhere behind her. But Sorrow was going to speak her piece.

      “Why get rid of the body, Ada? Tossing it in the ocean like that seems quite wasteful. Can’t you serve a thing like that for supper around here? Perhaps the Coopers could dish it up at their inn. Surely Lucy couldn’t taste worse than the rest of their cooking.”

      The roar of the ocean seemed to grow louder behind Ada. The woman spun around until she was fully facing Sorrow and began to stride towards her.

      Sorrow pulled Marshal Lewis’ gun out of her pocket and trained it on Ada. The woman stopped walking.

      “You’ll condemn this whole town to death if you pull that trigger.” Ada sounded quite matter-of-fact rather than alarmed.

      “What do I care? This town allows the hellish bargain you made with it to continue, claiming the lives of innocents. Perhaps they all deserve to die.”

      “But this won’t stop here, Miss Hamilton. Once the Lords have their fill of Tidepool, they will move on. It can take years for a priestess to get a new town under control.”

      Sorrow shook her head.

      “A priestess? What in God’s name are you?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

          THEY RISE

        

      

    

    
      “I am a priestess of the Lords Below and the protector of this town, Miss Hamilton. My death would break the covenant I have made with Tidepool and leave all the people here vulnerable to the ancient ones in the water.”

      Sorrow’s hands shook as she kept the gun trained on Ada. “You’re a madwoman.”

      The breeze began to whip Ada’s loose black hair around her face as she spoke. “Miss Hamilton, you strike me as a reasonably intelligent young woman. You have seen for yourself the creatures that live here. You met Lucy. I see what Lucy must have done to your face before you killed her. If I am mad, how do you explain that?”

      “I don’t care what you are, and I don’t care about this town.” Sorrow’s lips trembled as she fought to hold back grief she did not want Ada to have the satisfaction of seeing. “You’ve destroyed my family. My father will never recover from losing my brother and me. The Sherman family will be heartbroken that Charlie is gone.”

      Ada looked at Sorrow for a long, intense moment, and Sorrow wondered if the woman were trying to read her thoughts.

      “Miss Hamilton,” she said at last, “we need not be adversaries. We are not so different.”

      “That’s preposterous.” Was the woman trying to get her to lower the gun? Well, it wouldn’t work.

      “Not at all, if you think about it. We both lost our mothers at a very young age, and we both dote on our brothers. I would even venture to guess that, judging from the devotion you have shown by pursuing him here without knowing what you might find, you relied on your brother every bit as much as I always have on Quentin.”

      “I did, Ada. He was far more of a parent to me than my father has ever been, and the best friend I have ever had. And you and Lucy took him away from me.”

      Ada bowed her head. Sorrow thought that if the woman was even capable of showing remorse, she might have been showing it at that moment.

      “If I had been aware of your bond, Miss Hamilton, I might not have acted as I did.”

      “That does neither my brother nor me any good now, does it?”

      Ada regarded her with a steady dark gaze before speaking again.

      “There is one thing I can do to make amends. Because my brother—who rarely warms to anyone, it must be said—has taken such a liking to you, I will give you one last chance. I will pardon you for Lucy’s death and grant you safe passage if you leave Tidepool at once.”

      That sounded entirely too good to be true. And the last time Ada had pretended to be helpful, Sorrow had ended up locked in a basement with Lucy.

      “What am I to tell everyone when I get home?”

      “Tell your friends and family in Baltimore that your brother was last spotted in Ocean City and that Mr. Sherman pursued him there. Do not send anyone else here. No more developers. No more detectives. Leave Tidepool alone. Do whatever you must to convince everyone else in Baltimore that this town simply does not exist.”

      She makes it sound so simple, Sorrow thought.

      “Mrs. Oliver, all I have wanted to do since I arrived in this town was leave it and forget I was ever here. But even if I could persuade my father and the Shermans that Henry and Charlie were off somewhere in Ocean City, how do I explain the dead detective? You must know that Detective Burnett is very unlikely to leave you be after his partner’s death. And he’s furious. He’s already laid your marshal out.”

      Perhaps Ada’s eyes widened for just a second at that news.

      “Detective Burnett is not your responsibility, Miss Hamilton. I will deal with him separately. Will you accept this last chance I am giving you? Will you leave Tidepool in peace?”

      Sorrow’s emotions roiled as the cold breeze grew stronger around her and she regarded the widow’s pale, emotionless face. Could she really just walk away and leave her brother and Charlie unavenged?

      Father. He would have enough difficulty dealing with Henry’s loss. Even if they had never had a loving relationship, Sorrow was all he had left now. If she stood her ground here and refused to leave, she knew she would never get home to him again.

      And the thought of the brutality that might follow if she chose to remain here and finish off Ada Oliver…

      Sorrow had seen enough violence. Enough death.

      Enough.

      “Sally.” Sorrow jumped, thinking she had heard Henry’s voice. And then she realized that Quentin, who had been silent during this exchange, was speaking. “She won’t give you another chance. You should go.”

      Sorrow regarded Ada for another moment. And then she lowered the gun.

      “You will never see me again, Mrs. Oliver.”

      She didn’t turn away just yet; she wasn’t sure she entirely trusted the woman not to attempt revenge now that Sorrow had dropped her guard.

      But the woman only inclined her head, her dark eyes somewhat less forbidding than they had been. “I am relieved to hear that, Miss Hamilton. As I’m sure your father will be when you return to him.”

      Quentin took Sorrow’s elbow and began to steer her away from the beach. But as they walked away, heavy footsteps shook the boardwalk behind them and Sorrow whirled around to see Detective Burnett charging onto the beach from the direction of the marshals’ office.

      Burnett shouted “You!” at Ada.

      He had his gun out.

      “Detective! No!” Sorrow shouted.

      Ada opened her mouth. Before she could speak, Burnett fired. The shot echoed across the beach like thunder.

      A hole appeared in Ada’s forehead. Burnett fired again, and a second wound shattered the bridge of the woman’s nose as her legs buckled and she collapsed onto the wet, shining sand.

      But Sorrow did not miss the expression that flashed in Ada Oliver’s eyes as she fell: Fear. At long last, that woman looked truly afraid.

      And that frightened Sorrow more than any of the horrific things she had seen in Tidepool.

      Sorrow was about to shout at Burnett when Quentin let out a deep, harsh gasp beside her. When she looked at him, Quentin’s face had gone chalk white. His dark eyes were enormous as he stared at Sorrow.

      “Oh,” he said. And then he too dropped to the ground.

      Sorrow cried out and fell to her knees, leaning over him, a hand on his shoulder.

      “Quentin? Quentin!”

      And then she remembered: if Ada died, so did Quentin. And from the looks of what had just happened, Ada Oliver was quite dead.

      Sorrow lifted Quentin’s hand—which felt heavy and weighted and limp—and held it tightly. She pressed fingers into his neck but felt no pulse beating there.

      “Thank you for helping me. I’m so, so sorry,” she murmured, knowing that if he could hear her, his response would likely be “Why? You didn’t do anything.”

      And after all, Quentin had wanted to die for a very long time. And now he was free. His face looked peaceful and untroubled at last as he lay still on the boardwalk, and yet her heart ached at the sight of yet another dead friend.

      “But what happens now?” she whispered, as if he could reply.

      She sensed movement behind her and looked to see Burnett dragging Ada’s body into the surf. The woman’s black hair obscured her face as he hauled her into the water. Sorrow swallowed hard as Burnett released the corpse to the waves. Ada’s body sank beneath the foamy water almost immediately.

      Burnett emerged from the ocean and approached her, his face clenched as tightly as a fist, his trousers sopping. Sorrow thought of snatching up the gun that sat by her on the boardwalk; she felt certain that Burnett had now taken leave of whatever senses he once possessed.

      “You never saw any of this, Miss Hamilton. Do you understand me?”

      Fearing that Burnett would shoot her if she said anything other than “Yes,” Sorrow nodded.

      “I went to that woman’s house and looked in the basement.” Burnett shook his head. “There were human bones all over the floor. Bones and old bloodstains. I’d thought you were quite mad to call her a murderess, but I’m afraid you were right. I’d have never believed a lady could do such things.”

      Sorrow took no pleasure in finally being believed. She simply stared back at him.

      “What’s happened here, then?” Burnett asked.

      She shook her head. “He just fell to the ground after Mrs. Oliver died.”

      Burnett frowned. He strode up the boardwalk to them, bent down, and felt around Quentin’s neck for a pulse. Sorrow fought an impulse to slap the man’s rough hand away from Quentin’s skin.

      “Well. How about that? Shock too much for him?”

      She wouldn’t meet his eye. “I suppose. He was Mrs. Oliver’s brother.”

      “Ah.” Burnett looked as if he were about to say more, but something else on the ground caught his attention.

      “What are you doing with that, Miss Hamilton?” Burnett pointed at the gun, which still lay on the boardwalk.

      “I…I thought I might need it.”

      Sorrow felt once again as if her head was beginning to float above this entire ghastly scene. Perhaps her sanity had abandoned her too.

      “Give that here. Girl like you will blow her foot off with that thing.”

      Sorrow wondered what would happen if she shot Burnett, and decided that she’d seen—and perpetrated—enough violence that morning to last her a lifetime. She handed the pistol to Burnett. He placed it in a pocket.

      “All right then. I’ve got a few things to settle up here, and then we can get the hell out of  this place.”

      Sorrow felt numb as she knelt by Quentin’s body, still clutching his hand. She glanced back at the ocean, but Ada Oliver’s corpse was nowhere in sight. More rays of sunshine broke through the clouds, and the cool sea breeze blew over her. The weather still seemed improbably normal given all the horror that had just happened here.

      And all the horror that was about to happen here, if what she had been told about Ada Oliver’s death proved to be true. She shivered, not just from the chill of her still-damp dress in the cool autumn air.

      She knew she should get up and go for the stables, but at that moment, after everything she had seen that morning, she felt defeated and exhausted. She was completely alone in this town, sitting by the body of the last friend she had here.

      But her mind still raced. Everyone said that if Ada died, this town would be in serious trouble. When does the trouble start? How much time do I have to get out of here?

      Although Sorrow could not sense any signs of impending destruction, the beach had gone oddly silent. No gulls cried out. She turned to look at the ocean. Even the water that had just claimed Ada Oliver’s body seemed quiet. Almost too still.

      And then Quentin let out another harsh gasp, and Sorrow nearly fell backwards as he sat upright, his head whipping around, his eyes wide as they focused on her.

      “Sally! Why are you still here?”

      “Quentin? How… I thought you were dead.”

      Quentin stared at her, his dark eyes standing out in a face stark white with terror. “Someone put her in the water. Didn’t they?”

      Sorrow could scarcely make her mouth work properly. “Detective Burnett dragged her body into the ocean.”

      “Why did he do that? The things in the water will bring her back!”

      “Quentin, that’s not possible. She’s dead. I saw her die.”

      “She’s coming back, Sally. If I’m back, then so is she. But it doesn’t matter now: the pact has been broken. She can’t protect Tidepool anymore. The Lords will rise, and soon. Go. Now.”

      He jumped up, seized Sorrow’s arms, and hauled her to her feet.

      “Run. Don’t stop running until you’re away from here!”

      “But Quentin—”

      “Go!” he roared, pushing her towards the street.

      And then a long, loud, unearthly bellow sounded from somewhere in the ocean and echoed through the town.

      Sorrow knew she could forever after sit with pencil and paper trying to write words that would capture what that bellow sounded like, and she would always fail. The sound vibrated through everything—the air, her bones, the sand under her feet. It sounded as if the ocean itself were raging at Tidepool.

      And the water, which had looked reasonably calm just seconds before, began to churn.

      Waves grew higher and rolled into the shore, faster and faster, and the gulls flew away, shrieking. The wind whipped up on the beach and sand blew in the air, stinging Sorrow’s skin. She threw an arm up to protect her injured face. The faint rays of sun vanished as heavy black clouds massed along the shoreline.

      And Sorrow finally believed Quentin.

      After one last look at the terrified young man, she ran. As she reached Water Street she saw some townspeople leaping on horses and tearing up the hill towards the road out of this damned town.

      Sorrow’s legs ached and her lungs burned as she ran up the hill for the stables. She passed the Oliver household, and she tried to avoid looking at the bloody stains all over the street outside that dark, dreadful place.

      And then another unearthly bellow sounded from the seas, louder and perhaps closer this time.

      As the stables came into sight, Sorrow heard a most unwelcome voice.

      “Miss Hamilton! Wait!”

      Somewhere behind her, Burnett called her name. Sorrow had no intention of stopping as she neared the stables. Several other residents were headed that way, and she was terrified there might be no horses left if she delayed.

      But the detective caught up to her.

      “What the holy hell is happening here?” Burnett asked, grabbing her arm with an iron grip and panting.

      “Get off me! And run, you idiot!”

      “Why? What are we running from?”

      She tried to shake him off, but he was insistent. His hand clamped around her forearm and he remained as rooted to the ground as an old oak. She couldn’t twist away from him.

      “Miss Hamilton, I will not leave this town without you. And I demand to know what’s going on.”

      “Mrs. Oliver was protecting this town, Detective Burnett. You killed her and broke the protection. We need to get out of here.”

      “The hell are you talking about? Protecting them from what?”

      “From the things in the water! Can’t you hear those sounds? They’re coming.”

      Burnett threw back his head and laughed.

      “Bushwah! Surely you don’t believe that, Miss Hamilton. That’s nothing more than a whale.”

      She was going to die here with Detective Burnett if he did not release her, and he clearly had no intention of letting her go. His volatile nature frightened her nearly as much as Ada Oliver’s chilly demeanor always had.

      One more bellow sounded from the ocean, unquestionably louder and closer yet, and as the ground trembled under her feet, Sorrow made up her mind.

      She reached up to her hat and yanked out her mother’s hatpin. Before she could rethink the idea, she stabbed the pin into the meat of Detective Burnett’s upper arm.

      Burnett screamed, a mix of pain and outrage, and let her go at last.

      “Miss Hamilton! What the hell was that?”

      “We’re out of time, Detective Burnett. The Lords are rising.”

      She didn’t bother taking the hatpin back; she hoped Mother would understand. She ran until she reached the stables.

      Nobody was around to request payment or prevent her departure. A buggy sat up front with a horse hitched to it and tethered to a post; this had to be the buggy the detectives had taken here.

      The black horse was horribly skittish from all the commotion and likely from the sound of the bellowing drawing ever nearer to Tidepool. It snorted, pawed the ground with a hoof, and tossed its tail. She rubbed the horse’s velvety nose and tried desperately to soothe it, murmuring softly in its ear.

      “Please. Please calm down.”

      Knowing she didn’t dare delay any longer, she untethered the still-frightened horse from its post in the stable and climbed into the buggy. The horse pawed the ground and pranced, and she prayed she wouldn’t end this adventure by being thrown to her death as she maneuvered the frightened creature out of the stables.

      The horse needed very little urging to gallop out of the town and down the road occupied with other fleeing townspeople. It soon pulled ahead of all the others.

      Tears blurred Sorrow’s eyes and burned the slash across her face, and she sobbed aloud as her buggy tore down the road and away from that hellish town.

      She had done it. She had escaped Tidepool at last.

      The fact gave her no joy at all.

      She couldn’t stop thinking of the devastating things she had seen there: Charlie’s blond hair matted with blood as he lay dead. Detective Warner’s eviscerated corpse in Ada Oliver’s parlor. Lucy tearing chunks of flesh from Charlie’s neck and shoulder. The mutilated fisherman on the shore. She urged the horse on even faster, as if it could help her to outrun her own mind.

      And then a sign up ahead nearly made her halt the buggy. It was a sign for Ocean City.

      Ocean.

      No. She never wanted to see the ocean again. She’d never be able to look at a body of water without wondering what things might be lurking in the deep, waiting to emerge. To feast.

      But where to go, then? Straight home?

      Her home was on a river.

      As Sorrow Hamilton realized that she had nowhere to go where she would ever feel truly safe, she began to laugh. It was a mirthless laugh that racked her chest much like a sob would as it escaped her body. Her laughter grew louder and shriller, until anyone who had been around to hear it would have been unable to distinguish it from screaming.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

          THE RECKONING

        

      

    

    
      Tidepool

      

      There were those in Tidepool who had never believed Mrs. Oliver when she spoke to them of the creatures that lived in the water, the things that would emerge from the deep and feast on the people of Tidepool if they were not appeased. Of course they had been shown the skeletons in the church. And they had heard the gruesome stories passed down by older Tidepool residents. But being several generations removed from those who had endured the constant attacks, and having never witnessed such ghastly events themselves, they didn’t believe what the others told them. They didn’t believe in the monsters in the sea. They didn’t believe Mrs. Oliver was really killing people.

      But these residents wished to remain in the town they had known all their lives, and so they accepted Mrs. Oliver’s terms for staying in Tidepool and chuckled to each other about the madwoman on the hill when she was safely out of earshot. They considered the bones and the stories mere legends. A bit of showmanship. Nothing to be taken seriously.

      And the occasional deaths? Such were the dangers of living by the water. One hardly had to believe in monsters to understand how a person could come to fatal trouble in the Atlantic.

      When those people heard the bellowing from the ocean, they thought perhaps some unusual kind of marine life had drifted too close to the shore. They watched as some of their friends and neighbors fled the town, and they shook their heads at the silliness of it all.

      Some of the bolder townspeople actually went down to the beach. They were curious about what sort of creature could produce such an alarming sound, and they wondered why the water suddenly looked so rough. The ocean churned up white tide as the waves came in taller and faster. Heavy dark clouds obscured the sun, and the air grew cold. The townspeople stood on the beach, pointing out the odd conditions to each other, shrugging. Some sort of storm was blowing in, perhaps. Something worse than what they usually experienced in Tidepool. They held their hands up to protect their eyes from the sand being whipped into the air, but they did not leave.

      Those people were foolish.

      The first creatures to emerge from the water slithered out of the surf on their bellies; they could breathe above the water but still looked to be far more fish than human.

      “Jesus! The hell is that thing?” Al Swenson pointed at one of the great slithering creatures as they all broke the surface of the water and moved up the shining wet sand, leaving long flattened trails behind them.

      When one of the monsters crawled up to Al Swenson, knocked him to the ground, and tore his head from his neck with its powerful jaws, the bystanders realized they should start running. But by then, they had waited far too long.

      The first wave of creatures moved quickly and relentlessly once they were used to being on land, and they caught the rest of the gawkers on the beach quite easily. Screams rang out as the creatures tore the human inhabitants of Tidepool apart, ripping chunks of flesh from bodies and drinking the torrents of blood that spilled.

      The dead fish smell that had always disgusted Sorrow Hamilton became mixed with the odors of the insides of the human body as the first victims were torn to pieces.

      The next wave of creatures to emerge from the churning ocean were on foot. These  creatures would have looked quite familiar to anyone who had ever seen the late Lucy, although they were significantly larger than Lucy had been. One of them tore open the door of the marshal’s office and claimed Marshal Lewis, who finally woke from his stupor just as the thing began to tear him apart and feast on his flesh. He did not have time to scream before he died.

      Another monster reduced the church where Tidepool residents first learned of the existence of the Lords Below to a pile of splintered planks, claiming the remains of its ancestors to return to the water for proper, respectful burials. The Lords found the display in the church insulting, blasphemous.

      These creatures moved much faster than the first wave had, and they were able to chase down many of the unfortunate souls who had been sensible enough to flee Tidepool, but hadn’t begun their escapes quite fast enough.

      Although the innkeepers did not see what exactly had happened to Mrs. Oliver, Balt and Naomi Cooper knew that it was time to run when they heard the unearthly bellows, saw the churning ocean, and guessed what those things meant for Tidepool. They fled the inn, planning to take their horses from the stables and flee to Ocean City.

      But Naomi couldn’t run very fast, especially not when she was faced with the steep hill of Water Street. Her aching knees throbbed with every hurried step, and her lungs burned from the exertion. Her husband gripped her hand and tried to pull her along as well as he could. But behind them, a tall, green, scaled creature began to catch up far too quickly, its onyx eyes fixed on the lagging, struggling Naomi.

      Balt ultimately threw himself between Naomi and the creature, pushing his wife ahead of him. His last words to her were “Don’t look back!” And she did not. The sounds she heard behind her were horror enough.

      Balt’s sacrifice was not in vain. Naomi staggered up the hill, trying hard to block out the noises of her dying husband behind her and the burning pain searing through her knees. And then Jean Evans, an older woman who ate frequently at Cooper’s, rode her buggy out from a side street and spotted her. She hauled Naomi into her buggy and carried them both safely out of Tidepool.

      Naomi eventually found employment in Ocean City, but to the end of her days, she fantasized about traveling to Baltimore, finding Sorrow Hamilton, and making that wretched girl pay for the death and destruction she’d brought to all their lives.

      Detective Burnett, still standing where Sorrow had stabbed him with her mother’s hatpin, refused to believe anything was wrong even as endless screams carried through the air from the lower reaches of the town. He prided himself on never frightening easily; one simply couldn’t in his line of work. Monsters that lived in the ocean and emerged to feast on the living were superstitious nonsense as far as he was concerned. That murdering Oliver woman and her Tidepool accomplices had sold the gullible townspeople a load of nonsense to cover up the woman’s own depraved practices.

      He tended to the wound in his upper arm as best he could, wrapping a handkerchief around it to staunch the bleeding and wondering if he would be able to ride a buggy all the way to a larger town with better medical care. Puncture wounds could mean a terrible infection, he knew.

      Sorrow Hamilton’s father had damn well better pay him a substantial extra fee for this, Burnett thought, jerking the makeshift bandage tighter. He wouldn’t hesitate to see that little bitch of a daughter locked in another jail cell if it came to that.

      Then again, the opal-tipped hatpin he’d pulled out of his arm looked old and quite valuable. Perhaps he’d just keep it. If the Hamiltons wanted it back, he’d gladly sell it to them–for an extremely high price.

      So intent was he on bandaging his wound that he did not pick up on the difference in sound between the running feet of the fleeing Tidepool inhabitants and the running feet of the Lords taking their vengeance on the town. He failed to notice the creature heading for him until it was almost on top of him. He looked up into large, glossy black eyes as the thing seized his neck with its heavy claw-tipped fingers. The creature ripped his throat wide open with its rows of teeth and his own hot blood poured down his chest. He tried to scream, but could no longer make any sounds.

      As the creatures dragged the corpses of the people they had caught back to the water, the tide rolling into the beach began to turn a distinct shade of pink.

      The third and final wave of creatures summoned by the death of Ada Oliver stood twelve feet high. Although they walked on two legs, they had multiple tentacles instead of two arms, and because they lived in the depths of the ocean, they had no eyes. But they could smell, and the odors of blood, offal, and fear helped them to track down their targets.

      Whereas the previous waves of creatures had mostly contented themselves with chasing down people trying to run from the town, this final wave of monsters focused on destroying buildings with their long tentacles and retrieving the humans they smelled inside. It was simple work for them to smash apart the dilapidated wooden structures and seize the occupants.

      The people caught by these creatures were not immediately torn apart and devoured as their predecessors had been. They were caught fast by their necks or limbs and hauled to the water. A few of the townspeople fired pistols or rifles at the monsters or attempted to strike at them with whatever implements they could grab as they were pulled to the ocean.

      But that did nothing to slow the creatures down. Indeed, it only made them more aggressive as they grabbed up entire families. The people they carried drowned as they were pulled into the cold, dark depths of the Atlantic.

      By late afternoon, the town was empty of living people. The ones who had not escaped floated in pieces in the surf, or lay much further out at the bottom of the ocean. Those bodies would provide food later on, when the Lords began to hunger again.

      And the tide continued thundering into the beach; the pink foam was now distinctly reddish brown, and the water stained the wet sand with blood. Thunder and lightning boomed across the sky as the wind howled and a cold rain fell over the town. Waves, growing ever higher, crashed into the ruined buildings, knocked down the docks and the few other structures that had remained standing after the onslaught of the Lords, and washed all the debris out to sea.

      Fishermen who arrived the next day found the ruins of what had once been Tidepool floating under a sunny, tranquil sky. They couldn’t fathom what might have happened to the town or its inhabitants. They would have known if a hurricane were coming in, and any storm that could wreak that much destruction on the town would surely have been seen and felt in other areas along the coast. Tidepool had seemed oddly sheltered from other such storms in the past. But no more.

      The fishermen fled the ruins of the town after they discovered severed limbs floating with the driftwood in the tide. All that remained of Tidepool was the mansion looming at the top of the hill, and that place fell into disrepair as the years passed.

      Whatever had happened there, Tidepool was gone. The question of how the place might have met its sudden, brutal end preoccupied people in the surrounding areas for years afterwards, and Tidepool took on the aura of a mythical place. Survivors of the destruction sometimes spoke of the things that had emerged from the water to feast on the townspeople, but those who heard the stories disregarded such talk as tall tales, or demented raving.

      Curious people who attempted to find Tidepool could no longer figure out where it had once been.

      And as the people who survived the massacre or remembered the town in any way died off, it was as if Tidepool had never existed at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

          RESURRECTION

        

      

    

    
      Quentin Ramsay

      

      Quentin fled the beach soon after chasing Sorrow away for the last time. He ran up the hill along with the first wave of fleeing townspeople, although he knew that he himself was in no danger from what was to come.

      He reached the mansion he had shared with his sister and tore down to the basement, nearly losing his footing and tumbling down the steps in his haste. He shut himself into Lucy’s old room and huddled on the floor, crying. Although the cellar blocked out a good bit of the noise in the town, he believed he could still hear screams of agony coming from men, women and children alike as the ancient lords of the water claimed them. He smelled blood. He smelled death.

      Even if few people in Tidepool had ever been particularly kind to Quentin, he had never wanted any of this. He clapped his hands to his ears and banged his head against the cellar wall as though he could knock out all the sounds of suffering, and yet he still heard flesh tearing, blood spilling, the pain of the dying. Sobs wracked his chest. He hoped desperately that Sorrow had escaped in time, cursing himself for not doing more to be sure she’d gotten away from this wretched place before the Lords rose.

      He wept until he could cry no more, and he remained curled up in a miserable ball on the cold floor of the cellar. His own breathing was so loud that at first, he couldn’t tell when the sounds of the massacre finally began to quiet.

      Quentin lay in the awful stillness, wishing he could rejoin the newly dead of Tidepool. He had been so close, so at peace for just a few glorious moments…

      And then the front door of the house opened, and his heart began thundering in his ears. Footsteps made the floor upstairs creak as someone headed for the cellar. A hinge squealed as the door upstairs swung open.

      Quentin rolled himself into a tighter ball as the footsteps moved down the cellar stairs. He could smell the intruder now. It reeked of ocean water and human blood.

      Someone pushed the door of Lucy’s room open, and lamplight spilled across his body, revealing his hiding spot.

      “Quentin?”

      Ada stood in the doorway. Illuminated by the lamp, she looked like a specter risen from the dead, which Quentin supposed she was.

      As was he.

      Sea water still dripped from her hair and clothing. There was a small nick on her face where one of the detective’s bullets had struck her, but no other sign of the wounds that had caused her death.

      What if she really was a ghost? He looked away from her and curled yet more tightly into himself, alarmed by his sister’s appearance.

      “Quentin, get up off that floor right now. It is time for us to leave Tidepool.” She still sounded like herself, at least.

      Quentin didn’t want to get up. He thought again of the few blissful moments earlier that day when he had been dead, finally free of this endless nightmare.

      And then another idea occurred to him: What if I were to kill her? If she died again, so would he. And there was nobody left here to put her in the water and bring her back. Even Lucy was dead.

      He had considered murdering his sister before, but he knew he would be dooming many people to a horrible fate if he killed Ada, and that knowledge had always stopped him. Once he’d gotten to know—and even like—a few of the people of Tidepool, he couldn’t simply ignore what her death would mean for them.

      But now the worst had happened. Tidepool was gone, as were those who had lived there. The people of whatever town Ada might be called to next were mere abstractions.

      Ada took a few more steps towards him.

      “Quentin? Did you hear me? Are you all right?”

      He never entirely understood what had happened to his sister on the night her dreadful husband had disappeared, not even after she had explained it to him.

      But as terrifying as her new abilities were, she was still his sister. She had often been the only thing standing between him and torment from others. She had even bound him to herself for eternity rather than lose him.

      And he knew that no matter how much he hated the life he now led, he would never be able to raise a hand against her.

      Himself, yes.

      Ada? Never.

      “Quentin.”

      That tone was not to be argued with, and Quentin hauled himself to his feet and followed his sister out of their Tidepool home for the last time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

          THE GHASTLY APPARITION

        

      

    

    
      Winslow Hamilton

      

      On a chilly October night, Winslow Hamilton saw a ghost.

      The being standing in Winslow’s dimly-lit foyer certainly looked like his daughter, but he feared it might be a malevolent spirit’s poor imitation of Sorrow.

      Sorrow had sent him one last letter, a deeply alarming message claiming that she and Charles Sherman were being prevented from leaving Tidepool. He’d assumed that Burnett and Warner, the two fellows he’d hired to go there after them, would straighten that out quickly.

      But then they too had fallen out of contact.

      Winslow went to the pier at Light Street twice daily when the steamers from Claiborne came in and the passengers disembarked. And twice daily, he returned home alone.

      He was making preparations to go to Tidepool himself to learn what had become of his family on the night she finally reappeared.

      The apparition smelled of the sea, of salt and sweat and blood. A bright red gash ran across the woman’s face, burning through her white, freckled skin. It started above her right eyebrow and nearly reached the left side of her mouth. Her right eye was red and badly swollen. Even in the dim nighttime light, the wound looked vicious.

      And in her uninjured eye, Winslow saw no trace of his daughter’s personality, neither the sunny kindness she had shown to so many nor the fiery defiance she usually displayed to him.

      She wore a dress so caked in filth that it was impossible to determine what color it had  been. The brown stains along its front and its hem might have been mud, or they might have been something else. Surely his fastidious daughter would never have appeared in public in such a state.

      But Winslow did not, as a rule, believe in ghosts. Was it possible he was seeing his daughter again after all?

      “Dear God, Sorrow. Dear God, you frightened me.” Winslow held a shaking hand to his chest. He had been of a mind to upbraid her for disobeying him and disappearing, but her woeful appearance put all harsh words out of his head. Was this truly his child?

      “Hello, Father.” The girl spoke in a flat, lifeless tone.

      “Your face. What on earth happened?” He stepped closer to her and reached a hand out to her cheek. She ducked away from his touch.

      “Just an accident.”

      “What sort of accident would produce a wound like that?” The girl looked as if some animal had taken a swipe at her.

      “It doesn’t matter now.”

      He withdrew his hand.

      “I was at the pier today, Sorrow. I didn’t see you come in on the steamer.”

      “I didn’t take the boat. I took a carriage from Claiborne.”

      “A carriage?” He shook his head. “That trip must have taken ages. Why on earth would you do that?”

      “I… didn’t care for the boat.” Her tone was still listless.

      He peered around her. “Where is everyone else?”

      She shook her head, staring at the wooden floor. “Charlie went to look for Hal in Ocean City. Those fellows you sent followed them there.”

      He sensed even then that she wasn’t being truthful.
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      As the days went on, Winslow wondered if he was indeed in the presence of a wraith. This pale, morose stranger who sat at meals and picked at her food, who resembled his daughter but behaved nothing liked her, unnerved him deeply. When before she’d filled the air with talk of a newspaper she wished to work for, or harsh disagreements with Winslow over what he thought she should be focusing her life on, she rarely spoke now.

      She refused to see a doctor for that horrifying wound, no matter how much Winslow tried to persuade her. The injury began to heal as the days progressed, but a scar would traverse her face for the rest of her life.

      Only in her sleep did she display any emotion.

      Winslow awoke one night to screams that pierced the darkness and rang through the upper floor of the house. His heart racing, he stumbled out of bed and struck the doorframe with a shoulder as he hurried towards Sorrow’s bedroom, expecting to find an intruder hovering over her bed.

      But she was alone, fully dressed on the still-made bed and writhing as she let out one shout of terror after another.

      He put a hand on her shoulder and shook her until she gasped awake, bolting upright in the darkness.

      “Hal?” she whispered. “Is it really you?”

      “It’s your father, Sorrow. You must have been having a nightmare.”

      She let out a moan and fell back into the pillow.

      Sometimes when he woke her up, she’d ask for the Sherman boy. When she realized again it was only Winslow standing over her, she would turn to face the wall, with no words for him.

      Winslow lingered in the hallway after these episodes, feeling ashamed and useless as his daughter choked back sobs. He knew she would never open up to him, never tell him what she saw in her nightmares that inspired such unholy terror. This was the sort of thing Hal had dealt with; he had always known what to say to Sorrow to calm her when she was distraught, and Winslow had been content to let Hal deal with the girl’s emotions.

      But now all she had was him.
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      Nellie, their housemaid, came to him one afternoon, gnawing at her lower lip.

      “Mister Hamilton? I found this under your daughter’s pillow.”

      She pulled a plump hand from her apron and held up a large, sharp butcher knife that belonged in the kitchen, not in the girl’s bed. Winslow swallowed hard.

      “She’s been acting mighty strange lately, sir,” the maid observed. “If you don’t mind my saying so.”

      Winslow did mind, but he didn’t have the energy to scold her. It wasn’t as if Nellie were wrong.

      “Please put that back where it belongs in the kitchen. I’ll have a word with her.”

      But he did not. He had no idea what to say to her, no idea of how to banish the terrors that filled her mind.
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      And then the girl began to drink in front of him, even though she knew he didn’t approve. Winslow partook of spirits on special occasions only and expected his children to abide by his rules while living under his roof.

      But he’d come home from work or from a meeting and find Sorrow in the parlor, clutching a snifter of brandy or a glass of port. He was appalled, but not enough to offer a reproach or snatch the drink from her. He knew that sometimes, alcohol had a way of loosening the tongue. And if intoxication was what it might take to make Sorrow open up to him at long last, he would allow it.

      One afternoon he came home to be greeted at the front door by a white-faced Nellie. Miss Hamilton had started yelling at someone, but when Nellie ran to investigate, she found the drunken girl raving at an empty room.

      His daughter’s shouts still sounded from the parlor. She upbraided someone who wasn’t there about stopping her and Charlie from leaving. He concealed himself behind a door, hoping to hear anything at all about his son or the Sherman boy.

      Where were they? And wherever they were, who had prevented them from coming home? The girl’s drunken ranting revealed no useful information.
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      The Sherman family had hired their own team of detectives to send to Tidepool. And the report those two detectives brought back cleared up nothing; indeed, the news confounded the Shermans and Winslow even more.

      There was no Tidepool anymore, they’d said.

      Arthur Sherman, a heavyset and red-faced man, shook his head as he and Winslow spoke over a late lunch at Miller Brothers.

      “Said there was nothing but planks of wood and water where the place should have been. Lots of driftwood floating around, and the whole area smelled of death. The only thing still standing was this huge house up at the top of a hill, but it was abandoned. The rest of the town was underwater. Gone.” Arthur stared into his plate of oysters, refusing to meet Winslow’s eye.

      “A hurricane, then,” Winslow said.

      Arthur shrugged, still not looking up at Winslow. “Must have been.”

      But why would the girl not simply have told him about a storm? Had something else happened to her in Tidepool?

      The Shermans had little to say to Winslow after that. He sensed that they blamed him for Charlie’s disappearance, even though he too was missing a son who he suspected he would never see again.

      This all struck Winslow as enormously unfair. His son had disappeared on a routine business visit. And Winslow had told the girl not to go there, hadn’t he? She’d defied him, and the Sherman boy had volunteered to travel to that place to retrieve her. He himself had done nothing wrong.

      Or had he? He’d study his rapidly-aging face in the mirror some nights, wondering what, if anything, he could have done differently in the lead-up to these events. If he could have changed things.

      If he had told Hal not to bother with Tidepool.

      If he had guessed what Sorrow planned to do and stopped her.

      If he had pursued her to that place himself instead of allowing Charlie Sherman to go.

      If he had ever developed the kind of closeness with his daughter that might have made her listen when he warned her to stay home.

      If he had never heard of that town in the first place.

      If. He pressed his forehead against the cold mirror. If.

      That word lodged itself into his brain and wouldn’t let go. He wondered if joining his daughter in drink might banish it for even a moment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

          MANIA

        

      

    

    
      One night he came home from the office to find Sorrow in another drunken rage. As always, she vented her fury on someone Winslow couldn’t see, and when she was spent, she collapsed into the blue velvet armchair and sobbed, sounding more angry than sad.

      He stepped out from behind the parlor door and moved slowly towards her, wondering if he should put a hand on her shoulder.

      She broke off crying when she heard his approach. Her facial scar looked even redder and angrier as she stared up at him with bloodshot, watery eyes.

      “What do you want, Father?” The cloying scent of port hung heavy on her breath. Even in the gloom of the parlor, her teeth were clearly stained purple from the drink.

      Her ice cold tone stung him, though he suspected he deserved it. He had allowed Hal to look after the girl for most of her life; he shouldn’t have been surprised—or hurt—that she viewed him as little more than a stranger now.

      “This has gone on for far too long, Sorrow. They aren’t coming back, are they? Hal and Charlie? Or those detectives?”

      She choked back another sob.

      “No. They’re gone.”

      His stomach clenched and his pulse sped up. He had known this was the truth, had known it since the day the girl came home a mere shell of her former self. But hearing it still froze his blood, tore at his heart.

      “What on earth happened to them?”

      She sighed, swiping a hand over the back of her eyes.

      “Tidepool happened to them, Father.”

      “But how? I don’t understand.”

      “And you never will,” she shot back.

      He could not let that rest. He leaned over her, spoke gently to her.

      “Perhaps I have not always been the father to you that I should have been.” She let out a moist snort at that. “But I fear that you and I are all that is left of our family, and we have only each other to rely on now. I beg you: Tell me what happened.”

      But she wouldn’t, no matter how much he raised his voice or pressed her.

      There had to have been a hurricane; it was the only possible explanation for the devastation Arthur Sherman’s detectives had found. Perhaps Hal and Charlie and the other men had insisted that Sorrow flee Tidepool ahead of the storm, and she was wracked with guilt that she’d survived while they were lost.

      Winslow lay awake all that night, trying to make himself believe this version of events.
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      He no longer knew what to do with Sorrow, or about her. He considered shipping her off for a stay at Spring Grove Hospital until her mania subsided and she was more like herself again. The thought of sending away his only remaining child chilled him, but he was helpless in the face of her torment. The lively girl he remembered had stolen away from their home to go to Tidepool, but hadn’t returned. She was still somewhere that he simply couldn’t reach.

      Tidepool happened to her, he thought.

      And then he passed the study one morning and found her sitting at his desk, bent over a sheet of paper, writing furiously. Several other sheets of paper covered in loopy handwriting sat stacked next to her writing hand.

      As she was neither drinking nor screaming, he backed away and left her to her work.

      She continued to write as the days progressed, and Winslow thought that perhaps his daughter was slowly coming back to herself, emerging at last from the place where she’d been ever since she’d escaped that hellhole on the shore. The color began to return to her face. She ate more. He was able to hold conversations with her about family friends he had seen recently. She sometimes made it through an entire day without becoming inebriated, and she no longer shattered the night with her screaming nightmares. Even her frightful scar seemed to heal a little faster.

      But he still couldn’t ask her about Tidepool, or she would grow instantly tense and distant again.

      One afternoon, he came home lugging a heavy parcel. He found his daughter in the study, intent on her writing work as usual.

      “I bought this for you,” he told Sorrow, setting the item down.

      She narrowed her eyes. “What’s that?”

      “A typewriter. I thought that perhaps it might make it easier for you to write such great volumes of material. And there’s paper for it.”

      She eyed the contraption suspiciously, and he feared that he might have put her off the one thing that seemed to be helping her.

      But later that night, he heard the clacking sounds of the machine. They were slow and tentative at first, but as his daughter learned about the machine and figured out a system, the sounds became more rapid and rhythmic.

      And they did not stop. Whatever it was she was writing, it was voluminous indeed.

      She wrote so much he worried she’d replaced one mania for another.
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      One afternoon, Nellie answered a knock at the door and ushered in Miss Edith Short, a friend of Sorrow’s from Goucher College. Miss Short, a plump and lively redhead wrapped in peach silk and lace, got straight to the point.

      “Where on earth is Sorrow, Mr. Hamilton?”

      “She … she’s writing, Miss Short.”

      Miss Short tossed her head. “She has not responded to any of my attempts to contact her. I feared she was ill.”

      “She has been through some extremely difficult times. As have I. Her brother is still missing, as is one of my employees.”

      Her brown eyes widened. “I had heard. And I’m very sorry. But I simply won’t be put off any longer, Mr. Hamilton. I must see her.”

      “Miss Short, I am not sure that—”

      But Miss Short did not wait for Winslow’s permission. She bustled up the stairs to Sorrow’s room.

      “Sorrow Hamilton. This has gone on entirely long enough,” she called as she moved up the steps. “You are coming to lunch with me right this instant. I warn you, I absolutely will not accept a refusal. I shall be quite offended if you snub me.”

      Winslow doubted the young woman would have any more luck reaching Sorrow than he had, but the sound of the typewriter stopped as Miss Short’s insistent chatter continued.

      “Your poor face!” he overheard. “Oh, oh my dear! Whatever happened?”

      He looked on in disbelief several minutes later as Miss Short swept Sorrow down the stairs. Sorrow looked sheepish, but she did not protest as Miss Short steered her out the front door.

      Winslow shook his head and sat down heavily in the living room, putting his head in his hands with a sigh. Perhaps all he had needed to do to help his daughter was to call on Sorrow’s old friends. Hal would have known that.

      But no more than an hour had passed before the front door banged open and footsteps ran across the wooden floor.

      Dear God. What is it now? He put down the copy of the Sun he’d been reading as Miss Short hurried into the foyer.

      “Sorrow? Sorrow! I am sorry. But it was only the Patapsco! We must have walked by it hundreds of times.” The young woman sounded desperate now, her usual determined tone gone.

      But Sorrow’s running steps shook the staircase, and a few seconds later, her bedroom door slammed.

      Miss Edith Short took her leave soon afterwards, looking quite embarrassed.

      “I am very sorry, Mr. Hamilton. I had thought a walk by the river would do her some good,” she murmured as she left.
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      Sorrow did not emerge from her bedroom for hours, and when she did, she went straight to the bar in the dining room and poured herself a snifter of brandy. Winslow followed her.

      “What happened today, Sorrow?”

      She scowled and looked away from him as she drank.

      “Edith took me too close to the water.”

      He tilted his head. “But you’ve always liked the water.”

      She shivered at his words, wrapping her free arm around herself.

      “Not anymore.”

      And that was all she would give him. Sorrow drank herself into a stupor in the armchair in the parlor.

      And Winslow had an idea.

      He stole into the study and found the pile of typewritten papers his daughter had produced. He felt a pang of guilt as he turned on a lamp and settled in to read. But then again, she had never told him he couldn’t look at it.

      She’d mangled the spelling of some words and scratched those out, writing over them with pen. The awkward, messy corrections made the manuscript something of a challenge to read, but Winslow, believing the pages might be the key to understanding what had happened to her and to his son, persevered.

      But when he was finished, he backed away from his daughter’s pile of pages as though they contained a nest of hissing cobras. If only he had stayed away, left well enough alone. He wasn’t sure which prospect alarmed him more: that his daughter had gone completely mad, or that she was still quite sane.

      The tale she told in those pages, of frightening widows who sacrificed people to the ocean, of ancient sea creatures who rose from the water to kill, and of the innocents who traveled to Tidepool and found themselves entangled in this ungodly ritual, sounded like the stuff of the penny dreadfuls his English uncle had given him to read as a child.

      He took several deep breaths, calming himself.

      The girl was simply using fiction in an attempt to make sense of whatever misfortunes had befallen her and the others in Tidepool. Those sea monsters and that terrifying woman represented the storm that had destroyed an entire town and taken Sorrow’s brother and her friend away from her.

      There could be no other explanation.

      He did not tell his daughter that he had read her work.
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      Little by little and bit by bit, Sorrow came back to herself, or at least a version of herself that somewhat resembled the lively young woman who had stolen out of the house before dawn to visit that doomed town on the shore.

      She would never have the easy familiarity with him that she had with Hal, and her eyes never again held the warmth and cheer they had before she had run away to that place. But she appeared aware that her father was now her closest relative in life and that they needed to look out for each other just as Hal had once looked out for her.

      Sorrow began selling pieces of fiction to the Baltimore Sun and other markets. Winslow no longer pushed her to find a husband. He didn’t feel that marriage was necessarily appropriate for her while she was still in a somewhat fragile mental state.

      And he rather liked having her around. He admitted to himself that he would be dreadfully lonely if she met some fellow and moved out.

      When Winslow developed a hacking cough in 1919, Sorrow was quite alarmed.

      “Father? Are you coughing up blood?”

      He was, but he would not tell her. He had no wish to frighten her.

      “I fear I’ve caught Nellie’s summer cold, my dear Sally. If I may call you that, now.”

      Something flickered across her face; Winslow was unsure if it was a smile. But she did not argue with him, and so he continued.

      “Just keep your distance for now, and wash your hands. I’ll be fine.”

      The cough did not go away. Sorrow, who wrote steadily during the daytime, stopped typing every time she heard him hacking and gasping for breath in between coughs.

      One night, after an especially alarming coughing fit, she approached him.

      “Perhaps a change of scenery would do us some good, Father.”

      Winslow drew a deep breath into his aching chest. “How so?”

      “We could go out West. The air there is much drier. Cleaner. It would do your lungs good.”

      He suspected this was not a random idea that had just crossed her mind. “And how are we to earn money out West?”

      “How much would we need?” she replied. “We could find a nice small town and live for much less than we do here. You could rest. I can write anywhere.”

      He sighed. “Did you have a place in mind?”

      “Arizona. Tucson, to be specific.”

      “Arizona? My word, Sally.”

      He wasn’t sure he’d be able to survive a lengthy journey to a place he’d never heard of and had no desire to go to. And he had been under the impression that Arizona was mostly desert. Why would the girl want to go there?

      “But Father, you aren’t getting better here. You still sound dreadful. The drier air out there could do you a world of good. It’s supposed to be wonderful for lung conditions.”

      He rested his head against the back of his lounge chair.

      “I shall think about it.”

      “Please do.” She left him to rest.

      He could think of nothing he would rather do less than uproot his entire life and move almost all the way across the country, but he felt as if he had just gotten his daughter back. Indeed, he could say he had a truly amicable relationship with her for the first time in both their lives. Was she perhaps right? Would such a change do both of them good?

      Later, after a lengthy nap, he found his atlas of the United States and paged through it until he located Arizona, and Tucson.

      As he studied the map, he noticed something. Tucson didn’t sit near any major bodies of water.

      Winslow closed the atlas and thought again of Sorrow’s stories of ocean monsters.

      It couldn’t be true.

      It just couldn’t.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

          SORROW WALKER

        

      

    

    
      Quentin Ramsay

      Afterwards

      

      Quentin wondered for years if Sorrow Hamilton had made it out of Tidepool. He believed he had sent her on her way well before the ancient ones began to rise from the ocean. But he’d seen that detective go running off after her, and the man was certainly foolish enough to try to stop her, and stupid enough to refuse to see what was happening around him.

      He’d often find himself thinking about her reddish-blonde hair, the cheer in her blue eyes when he’d first met her on the beach and she’d asked him about Lucy’s jars of water. He knew she wasn’t making fun of him; she’d spoken kindly to him, as if he were any other resident of the town.

      He should have made her leave Tidepool right then, before anything could happen to her. Why hadn’t he?

      He asked Ada if she had any way of finding out the girl’s fate from the ones in the water. Had Sorrow been killed and dragged into the ocean to feed the appetites of the things that lived there?

      “Honestly, Quentin. Are you still mooning over that girl?” Ada had little patience for the subject of Sorrow Hamilton. “I have no way of knowing what became of her, and even if I could find out, what possible difference could it make? You’d have never known what to do with her if you’d caught her. Forget about her.”

      They left the ruins of Tidepool and settled several miles away in Burnham, another coastal town plagued by an uncontrolled rising of the ancient ones. As before, Ada was able to demonstrate to the town’s elders that she could stop the relentless attacks at the cost of an occasional life.

      The town elders didn’t believe her at first, but they accepted her story rather quickly when the bloody deaths in the town ceased. Ada explained to Quentin that the Great War made people more inclined to believe what she told them. She had the power to bargain with death itself, or so it seemed. Sacrificing one person on occasion to ensure that many more lived no longer seemed like the terrible choice it once had.

      The Lords Below sent Ada another daughter to take the place of the late Lucy. Ada, wanting Quentin to get along with his new niece better than he had with the previous one, offered him the chance to name her. Quentin didn’t want to, but Ada insisted, and so he named the creature Sally. If Ada made the connection with Sorrow, she said nothing about it.

      Perhaps because of Quentin’s liking for the name, Sally seemed less threatening to him than Lucy had. She mostly left him alone, which suited him fine.

      They moved to a small town named Copper Beach on the shores of Virginia in the late 1930s so that Ada could quell another rising, and it was there that Quentin found out what had become of Sorrow Hamilton.

      Copper Beach had a bookstore, the first one Quentin had seen since his long-past boyhood. He savored the smell of new books, and he spent hours looking around the place, trying to choose which new world to lose himself in.

      He was on such a mission on the rainy afternoon when he spotted a small gray book with its title and author embossed on the side in black lettering. The book had been written by Sorrow H. Walker.

      He blinked several times. A tiny shiver ran up his spine.

      There couldn’t be that many people out there with that name, could there?

      He slid the book off the shelf and examined it: Tide of Blood, published in 1925. Another chill went through him. He opened the book to see if there was any information about the author inside. And on the end pages of the book, he found it:

      “Sorrow Hamilton Walker grew up in Baltimore before moving to Tucson, Arizona, where she lives with her husband Gabriel and son Henry Charles. This is her first novel.”

      Quentin clutched the book to his chest as if he were embracing his long-lost friend. It took him a moment to recognize the soaring sensation within his body as joy.

      She had escaped Tidepool. She still lived. Was she happy out there in Arizona with her family? He hoped so.

      He carried his treasure to the front register, where the clerk examined the book.

      “Oh, that’s a good one,” the white-haired man said, smiling at Quentin. “Gave me quite a scare. She certainly didn’t leave anything to the imagination.”

      “Has she written anything else?”

      “I believe so,” the clerk said, scratching his forehead. “Her work is a bit hard to find out here. But I could try to track more of it down for you, if you like.”

      “Please do,” Quentin said. “Anything you can find by her.”

      “You like her books, eh?” the clerk said.

      “She … she was my friend.”

      She had been his friend, hadn’t she? Unlike many others in Tidepool and elsewhere throughout his long life, Sorrow hadn’t shooed him away or looked annoyed when he talked to her. She had told him he could call her Sally, and he knew she didn’t like it when others did that. And she had stayed with him when he died the second time.

      Yes. She had been his friend, one of the only ones he’d ever had.

      “You don’t say?” the clerk said, smiling at Quentin.

      “I didn’t know where she was until now. I thought that perhaps she had … died. I was very happy to find this.”

      “Well, I’ll get to work on finding her other books for you, young man. Is there a number I can call to let you know when they’re in?”

      Ada didn’t like the telephone and had never had one installed in the house where they now lived with Sally.

      “No. But I’ll check back here.”

      “Very well then.” The clerk rung up Quentin’s purchase, and Quentin all but ran home. He hurried upstairs to his bedroom, still clutching the novel to his chest.

      Within a few pages he knew he wasn’t reading a work of fiction, but rather Sorrow’s story of what had happened to her and her brother and friend in Tidepool, even if she renamed everyone and everything. It was all there, or at least as much of it as Sorrow could have known about. Ada was there. Sorrow’s brother and her friend Charlie were there. The Coopers were there. Even he was there, renamed Roger, and the main character described his face as accurately as if Sorrow had had a photograph of him sitting in front of her. Maybe she missed him too.

      The heroine survived the onslaught of sea monsters, barely escaped the doomed town, and moved to a part of the US where she would be well away from large bodies of water. And yet on some nights she still heard the sounds of the creatures emerging from the dark water, or saw someone from a distance who reminded her of the terrifying woman in black who had controlled the denizens of the ocean.

      Was this what Sorrow’s real life was like now? Had her fear of Tidepool pursued her all the way to Tucson? Quentin feared that it had.

      He bought Sorrow’s other novels from the bookstore and felt certain that he saw aspects of himself and Ada in her stories, even the ones that weren’t obvious retellings of her own experience in Tidepool.

      After talking with the bookstore clerk about how to keep up with authors whose works he enjoyed, Quentin started visiting libraries to read newspapers and other periodicals. And it was there that he found an occasional interview with Sorrow, and on one exciting afternoon, a photograph. The picture quality was not the best, but Quentin felt a vaulting thrill to be looking on the face of Sorrow Hamilton after all this time. Her hair was much shorter now. A distinct scar, the remnant of her final battle with Lucy, traversed her face; it was visible even in the grainy photo. He noticed that her eyes no longer held the openness or warmth he remembered from Tidepool; she regarded the photographer with a dark and wary expression.

      Her name actually suits her now. That thought sat heavy as a stone in his chest.

      After what she had survived, Quentin could understand. But he missed the open and friendly face of the radiant young woman he’d known.

      Sorrow’s writing output appeared to dry up in the 1940s; he could find no more new books, nor did he turn up any interviews with her. Most of the newspapers he read were completely devoted to coverage of the Second World War.

      And then, in 1952, he found the news he had never wanted to read about her. She had died in Tucson after a long, undisclosed illness. There was no word given of her family.

      Without speaking to Ada, he left the house and made his way to the sandy shore that stretched along one edge of Copper Beach. He stared out at the water, feeling as if something vital had been removed from his body.

      She had only been a part of his life for a few days, and he knew it was a miracle that she had even lived to tell the tales of what happened to her in Tidepool. And it had been years, decades, since he had seen her. And yet he felt as if someone very important had been taken away from him. He stood out on the beach until well after dark.

      He did not have much time to mourn, for Ada was summoned to yet another coastal town soon afterwards and took Quentin and Sally to Delaware, where they settled in a town much larger than any they had lived in since their time as children in Virginia.

      Quentin wasn’t quite sure when it became unnecessary for Ada to strike bargains with a town’s elders before carrying out her work. More and more people were murdered by unknown assailants all over the country. Or they just disappeared, never to be seen again. As towns grew larger and more densely populated, some of their citizens fell by the wayside, and it was much easier to do away with those more anonymous residents.

      Quentin, who continued his habit of reading newspapers even after he no longer needed to search for news about Sorrow Hamilton, began to notice the term “serial killer” appearing in stories about people who did exactly what his sister did, as far as he could tell. They preyed on the vulnerable, the unprotected, or the ones who would be least likely to be missed.

      He supposed that her purpose was more noble than the vile self-gratification that motivated the anonymous murders he read about in the papers, but other than that, he saw little difference between his sister’s actions and what some of these serial killers did to their victims.

      Then again, he sensed that people like this had been around for quite a long time. He had heard tales of Jack the Ripper in London from as far back as his Tidepool days, and that man had never been caught. Perhaps, then as now, it was easier to escape notice for such ghastly deeds in larger cities.

      And as the towns they traveled to became large, heavily populated cities rather than remote places like Tidepool, it was easy for Ada and Quentin to disappear in the throngs of people, and for Ada to avoid disclosing her true purpose. He thought sometimes that his sister missed the deference with which she had been treated in places like Tidepool, where everyone knew and understood what she did for them.

      But Quentin didn’t miss the stares, the condescension. He greatly enjoyed the ability to blend in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

          CITY OF ANGELS

        

      

    

    
      Natalie Lloyd

      Now

      

      Tuesday afternoons always dragged at the hotel where Natalie Lloyd tended bar, and she wasn’t surprised. Although she herself loved the Woodmore’s cheesy 1970s sensibility with its color schemes of mustard yellow, blood red, and avocado, most travelers found it outdated and said as much on places like Yelp and TripAdvisor. There were definitely far more glamorous places to stay in Los Angeles, and the majority of tourists chose to do so. There was nothing to do about it but hope that kitsch would make a comeback.

      CNN played on the flat screen television over the bar, and Natalie broke off from wiping out a glass to stare up at the news that the year had just claimed yet another celebrity she’d really liked.

      “This is getting ridiculous,” she muttered. “Is there an actual curse on this year or something?”

      “What?” One of her few customers that afternoon had been slouching over an iPhone at the bar, but the word “curse” made him glance up in alarm. The young man, who showed up at the Woodmore’s bar every few weeks, had messy black hair poking out of his hoodie and thick glasses with dark lenses. He rarely spoke except to ask Natalie for a pint of stout, which he’d take the entire afternoon to drink.

      While Natalie wasn’t a particular fan of people taking up seats for hours and not spending an appropriate amount of money, the young man was quiet and polite and tipped well, and so she let him slide.

      “Don’t mind me, sweetie,” she said, sweeping her long red hair back from her face. “Just another good one gone. It’s like this year isn’t going to be happy until it’s taken all the really great people away, you know?”

      The young man stared at her impassively for a moment.

      “Oh,” he said. And then he resumed staring at his phone. Natalie sometimes wondered if he was getting dispatches from his home planet on that thing; he seemed that weird to her. Weird, but harmless. What was his name again? He’d mumbled it to her once when she’d asked.

      Ah, right. Quentin. “Like the director!” she’d said, earning herself another one of the young man’s blank looks. That only added fuel to Natalie’s theory about him being from another planet. Who in LA didn’t know who Quentin Tarantino was?

      A group of businessmen swept into the bar, disrupting her thoughts. Natalie heard them coming before she saw them, and she instinctively tensed up. After years of bartending, she had a sixth sense for when a group of people were going to be trouble, and these guys set off that sense in a big way. Natalie sighed. It hadn’t been a bad afternoon up until now. Quiet, but not bad.

      The men clustered at one of the round tables near the bar and discussed whatever meeting they’d just been at, with loads of fucks and bullshits thrown into the discussion. Quentin raised his head from his phone and glared over his shoulder at them, and Natalie wondered if the guys would annoy the quiet young man right out of the place.

      Finally, one of the businessmen, a young blond man in a sharp blue suit, approached the bar.

      “So, um… ma’am? Sir?” he said to her, a smirk spreading across his face.

      I could just refuse to serve them, Natalie thought. I could.

      “It’s ma’am,” she said instead. The Woodmore couldn’t really afford to have its bartender chasing out people who had the potential to drop a lot of money in the place.

      “Oh,” he said. “Sometimes it’s just hard to tell these days, you know? Am I right, bro?” He elbowed Quentin, shooting him a knowing glance. Quentin scowled for a moment and shrank away from the idiot before going back to his phone.

      Natalie’s ears burned. She was trans, but she wasn’t about to give this asshole that bit of information.

      “What can I get for you?” she said, giving her voice a faint chill.

      The guy, who’d poured on so much Acqua di Parma that Natalie could actually taste it, ordered pitchers of their cheapest beer and a plate of appetizers, and grumbled that the Woodmore’s happy hour pricing hadn’t kicked in yet. And then he returned to his table, where he said something that provoked raucous, echoing laughter from his friends.

      Natalie rolled her eyes. If the guys were like this before they’d even started drinking, she was in for a very long afternoon. Dammit. It really hadn’t been a bad day until now.

      Quentin raised his head and shot them another look.

      “Don’t mind them,” she said to him quietly. “Sometimes you get people like that in here. They’ll get bored and move on to some other bar soon enough.” She dearly hoped she was right.

      “Balt Cooper used to get people like that. The fishermen,” Quentin said. “They were always loud. And very rude.”

      That was probably the most he’d ever said to Natalie, and none of it made any sense whatsoever. He seemed to be on her side about the table full of douchebags, in any event.

      “I know, right? Some people’s kids.” She impulsively pulled another pint of Guinness and put it down in front of Quentin, who looked very alarmed by the friendly gesture.

      “But I didn’t order that.”

      “Relax. It’s from me to you. Because you’re not an ass.”

      “Oh. Well. Thank you.”

      He returned to perusing his phone. More updates from the home planet, perhaps.

      The idiots at the round table stared over at a woman sitting in the corner of the bar nearest the grand piano, which few people bothered to play. The management used to hire a player for weekend evenings but had to stop when business began to fall off, and now the piano was only used by drunks playing out-of-tune renditions of “Chopsticks.”

      The woman was another one of Natalie’s regulars, and she always accompanied Quentin. Natalie, who’d heard Quentin call the woman Ada, had no idea what their deal was, what they were to each other. They came in together but always sat apart, Ada over by the piano and Quentin at the bar.

      Were they related? They had the same black hair and pale skin. They didn’t look far enough apart in age to be mother and son, but the woman carried herself with a confidence that Quentin didn’t have, something that made her seem far older than him.

      Was she a prostitute? Quite possibly; Natalie had seen her strike up conversations with various men and sometimes leave the Woodmore with them.

      Was Quentin her … pimp? Natalie couldn’t even entertain that theory without wanting to crack up laughing. That woman seemed far too assertive, and Quentin way too shy and withdrawn.

      Ada always wore black, and Natalie had never seen her in anything other than dresses. Today, she was in a fitted dress with long lace sleeves. Her black hair was done up in a French twist. Natalie liked her look, finding it very film noir. All the woman needed was a cigarette in a long holder, which, of course, she couldn’t have in the Woodmore.

      Much like her companion, the woman rarely said much to Natalie other than a drink order—she favored white wine—followed by please and then thank you. Ada was polite but reserved, and Natalie almost never attempted small talk with her unless it had been an extremely slow day.

      But the strange woman was one of Natalie’s favorite customers. Even as quiet as she was, Natalie found her so much more interesting than the obnoxious businessmen and boring tourists who usually landed at the Woodmore. Aside from the fact that the woman styled herself like a classic movie star, she actually sounded old-fashioned. In their brief conversations, she spoke quite formally, never using slang or cursing.

      An old-fashioned lady for an old-fashioned hotel, Natalie thought.

      Ada also tipped well and never gave Natalie a moment of trouble, and so she decided not to worry about what the woman’s deal was with Quentin. Or anyone else. She really hoped the tableful of idiots would just leave Ada alone.

      But her hopes were in vain; the blond guy in the blue suit got up and strolled over to Natalie again.

      “Excuse me, miss.” Another smirk. “I’d like to buy that woman over in the corner there a drink. Get her another one of whatever she’s having.”

      I’m sure she’ll barely be able to contain her excitement, Natalie thought.

      “Very well.” Natalie poured another glass of the house white and carried it over to the woman’s table.

      “Excuse me, ma’am,” she said. “That… gentleman…over at that table wanted me to send this over to you.”

      The woman looked up, a dark eyebrow arched.

      “Do I detect a note of sarcasm, Natalie?”

      Had Natalie ever told the woman her name? She obviously must have, but she had no memory of doing it.

      “Indeed you do, ma’am.”

      “I see.” The woman turned in her chair and cast a cool, appraising look at the young businessman, who leered and raised a half-drunk pint of cheap beer at her in return.

      “Hm.” Ada sounded unimpressed. “Well, thank you.” She nodded at Natalie before turning back to her own thoughts.

      Natalie returned to the bar, hoping that she wouldn’t have to end up intervening if that annoying bozo started harassing the woman. Quentin glanced between his phone and Ada, as if he were worried about the same thing.

      A bell rang from the kitchen, and Natalie went back to pick up the platter of buffalo wings that the businessmen had ordered. When she returned, the blond jackass had left his companions and was sitting over by the piano with Ada. Natalie studied them closely, but the woman didn’t seem at all unhappy to have company. She wasn’t quite acting coquettish, but she leaned forward in her seat as though she found the man interesting.

      It simply had to be her job to do so; Natalie felt more certain than ever that Ada was well compensated to entertain awful men like these. Surely she wouldn’t want to spend a second of her time with an annoying prick like that if she didn’t have to. Pity.

      Natalie shook her head and happened to catch Quentin’s eye, and the expression on Quentin’s face stopped her cold.

      Quentin glanced over at Ada and her new companion and then back at Natalie.

      And his look was one of sheer fright.

      “Everything OK?” Natalie asked.

      Quentin didn’t answer; he stared back down at the bar, as if his napkin had all the secrets of the world written on it.

      The table of yahoos quieted down for a moment, and thus Natalie heard Ada clearly as she spoke to the blond idiot.

      “Would you like to meet my daughter?”

      

      
        
        -THE END-
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