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PROLOGUE
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Somewhere off the coast of Nova Scotia, 1820

Captain Elias Reed sat in the dim cabin below deck, writing an entry in the logbook as the ship creaked and lurched over the turbulent waters. The flame in the old lantern flickered ominously as he drew out a letter from the desk drawer, reading it one last time.

This undercover operation was fraught with peril; his reputation hung in the balance. But it was the chance of a lifetime. His ship had finally come in. He allowed himself a fleeting, ironic smile.

Above deck, the crew's shouts pierced the night, and the boat began to rock violently. He shoved the letter into the logbook, sealed it in the metal box and tucked it under his arm as he raced up to the bow.

The sky was shrouded in black clouds. Lightning bolts illuminated the darkness. Suddenly, he was thrown against the side of the ship. The lockbox slipped from his grasp and plunged into the dark sea, vanishing into the murky depths like a whispered secret.
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CHAPTER 1
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The trees were a blur as we sped along the highway in the RV. We were headed north. That’s all I knew. GB and Windsong were keeping our destination top secret. 

It was the first week of summer, and Forest, Sailor, and I had just left Wisconsin with Grandma Windsong and Grandpa Bob, ready for a new adventure. We’d solved a few mysteries back home—and even one in Florida during spring break—but this trip felt different. Maybe it was because, for the first time, all three of us were teenagers.

Now, as the GPS on my phone indicated, we were approaching New York. The three of us were getting restless.

‘Hey, how about a clue where we’re headed to!” Forest yelled from the back of the RV.

“Yeah,” Sailor chimed in. “If you won’t tell us where we’re going, how about when we’ll get there?”

GB glanced back at us in the rear-view mirror. “That’s exactly why we didn’t tell you where we’re going. We didn’t want you kids asking, ‘Are we there yet?’ every ten minutes.”

“I’ll give you a hint,” Windsong said. “On our last trip we had palm trees. This time we’ll have pine trees.” When that didn’t get a reaction, she patted GB on the arm. “I think they waited long enough, Bobby.” 

“Okay, okay. Well, remember my old friend and college roommate, James Wentworth?”

“Never heard of him,” I replied.

“We were inseparable back at college. He was an only child. His parents were killed in a train wreck when he was twelve, so he spent the holidays with my family.”

“Ooh, poor thing!” Sailor’s eyes widened. “What happened to him?”

“His uncle raised him. He did okay, and my folks took him in a lot, too. I was glad, because he was the brother I never had. They even referred to him as my twin.”

“You never told me that, Bobby,” Windsong said. “But twins? I saw a picture of him in your yearbook. You two look nothing alike.”

“Is there a point to this story?” Forest scoffed.

GB grinned. “Yes, there’s a point. James lives in Coastal Maine. Said we’re welcome to park the Tin Can (GB’s nickname for his RV) and stay for a while.”

Forest sighed. “Should have known we’re going to spend our vacation on the cheap.”
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The sun was high in the sky when we turned off the highway and headed toward the coast on a road lined with oak trees. I sat straight up in my seat with anticipation.

Looming ahead in the distance was a sprawling mansion perched on a cliff, with carved stonework, towering columns and expansive windows that faced the sea. A woodland behind the house served as a backdrop. 

“Holy cow, who is this guy?” Forest leaned into the window.

“This looks like a castle!” Sailor shrieked with delight.

GB stroked his goatee. “Well, well. It looks like James has done very well for himself. This is impressive indeed.” He slowly ambled the RV to the entrance and parked outside of a stone wall.

“Let’s leave our things and introduce ourselves.” Windsong looked down at her sandals. “Bobby, I feel underdressed.”

“Don’t worry, James is down-to-earth. He’s not going to judge.” GB quickly scanned the three of us in our ripped jeans and T-shirts, and his own outfit—a denim shirt, khaki shorts, and tennis shoes. He shook his head. “Let’s just head in.”

We stood outside the massive front door. Windsong rang the bell, which set off a loud, reverberating chime inside the mansion. No one answered, so Sailor hit the bell once more, which resulted in a stony glare from Forest.

Finally, the door swung open. In the doorway stood a tall, lanky man with combed-over black hair and piercing blue eyes.

“Robert! It’s been too long. Great to see you!” James reached for GB’s hand. 

“Likewise, James!” GB warmly returned the handshake. “It’s been a while since anyone called me Robert.” He stepped back to take in the view. “This is quite a magnificent estate you have here.”

James nodded. “Remember after my parents died, my uncle raised me? He amassed a fortune through successful investments and business ventures. There was no one to leave it to but me.” He glanced at the rest of us. “This must be your bride, Windsong.” 

“Where are my manners? James, this is indeed my lovely bride, and these fine strapping young people are our combined grandchildren. We were fortunate to talk their parents into letting us borrow Dominic, Forest and Sailor for the summer.”

James bowed. “Glad to make your acquaintance.”

Windsong went in for a hug. “It’s so nice to meet you! Bobby has told me so much about your history.”

James smiled shyly as he led us inside.

“Look at the marble floor and the winding grand staircase!” Windsong gasped as she took in the décor. “Oh, and the crystal chandelier!”

I have to admit, it was pretty swanky. Forest and Sailor seemed impressed, too.

James gave us a tour of the place. The library was massive, with a whole wall of bookcases and a woodburning fireplace. The kitchen had all the modern conveniences with stainless steel appliances and an island. But the best part of all was the floor to ceiling windows in the sitting room that looked out over the ocean. You could see a few small islands dotted in the distance.

“James, how on earth do you take care of all this?” Windsong waved her hand around the foyer.

James shrugged. “It’s really not a big deal. I have a cleaning crew who comes once a week, and a gardener to care for the landscaping. That’s all I need. As far as cooking, I take care of that myself. I’m very particular about my Mediterranean diet.”

“Well, this is just spectacular, James.” GB put his arm around Windsong’s waist. “Say, where should I park the RV?”

James motioned toward the wall of windows. “If you look past the stone hedge surrounding the house, you’ll see a flat piece of land just beyond it. It’s practically right on the beach. I had the trees cleared to make room for a boathouse. You’ll have a nice view of the sea and woods. I think you’ll enjoy it. But you’re welcome to stay in the house. There are more bedrooms than I care to count.”

“Sweet!” Forest whispered in my ear.

Sailor clapped her hands. She could barely contain her excitement.

Windsong looked at GB. “What do you think, Bobby? I’ll leave it up to you.”

GB paused. “I guess that would be okay. But we don’t want to wear out our welcome.”

“I would enjoy the camaraderie, Robert. Perhaps we could entertain the family with some stories of our antics from Havenbrook College.”

“Those were the days.” GB chuckled. “Well guys, let’s park the Tin Can and pack a few things to bring back.”

James was right about the view from the cleared area. It was a sight to behold; a curtain of greenery behind us from the forest, and the crashing waves on the cliff below. No matter where we lodged, it looked like our setting would be perfect.

Suddenly, we heard a loud crash. It came from the direction of the house.

“What in the world?” GB took off running, with the rest of us on his heels. After dodging a few trees and jumping over a row of bushes, we made our way to the front of the house. There, a gaping hole in one of the windows greeted us. 
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