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Gala week at The Mooring had a smell.

Not a bad smell. Not even a stressful smell, exactly—unless you were the person responsible for making sure a tray of miniature crab cakes arrived warm and charming at Lighthouse Point without flipping onto someone’s linen pants.

It smelled like rosemary steam, browned butter, and lemon zest—plus the faint scorch of a ticket printer that had been running so long it probably had opinions about labor laws. Under that, the salt-fog seeped in every time the back door opened, the kind of damp ocean air that got into your hair and your sleeves and your soul like it was paying rent.

I stepped into the back prep space and immediately wished I’d worn something I didn’t mind smelling like garlic for three days.

Simone was at the cutting board, sleeves pushed up, hair pinned back, knife moving with that fast, precise rhythm that said: I am calm because I refuse to be anything else.

Finn zipped past with a stack of plates. Rena—who did not work here but had the energy of a woman who could have been assigned to any emergency in town—popped her head in to ask a question about the front-of-house reservation list. Someone’s phone chimed. The ticket printer spit out another strip of paper like it was filing charges.

“Hey,” I said, louder than I’d intended, because the hood fan had turned normal human volume into a joke.

Simone didn’t look up. “You’re late,” she said.

“I’m not late,” I protested. “I’m... fashionably delayed.”

Simone’s knife paused for half a second. Her eyes flicked up. “Maren.”

“I’m here,” I said quickly, dropping my bag by the door. “Present. Upright. Not bleeding.”

Finn, passing again, said, “Bold goals for a Tuesday.”

I pointed at him. “See? Finn appreciates my bar is low.”

Finn didn’t break stride. “I appreciate that you’re not in my dining room.”

Simone made a small sound that might’ve been a laugh in another household. In ours, it was affection.

“Coffee,” she said, nodding toward a paper cup on the counter.

I grabbed it like a lifeline. It was reheated. It tasted like it had been reheated twice. It still counted.

I took a sip and immediately regretted it. “This coffee has been through something.”

“It’s you in beverage form,” Simone replied.

“That’s hurtful,” I said, and took another sip anyway because I am nothing if not loyal to my own bad choices.

The counter was a battlefield of gala prep: stacks of printed menus with tasteful serif fonts, a clipboard labeled HERITAGE GALA — RUN OF SHOW, and enough lemons to make me wonder if the lighthouse fundraiser was secretly sponsored by vitamin C.

I leaned closer, scanning one of the menus. “Lighthouse Point Heritage Gala,” I read aloud. “Fundraising Auction. Private Tours.”

Simone’s knife resumed its steady chop. “Mm-hmm.”

“And the Mooring is catering,” I added, as if I hadn’t already been living inside that fact for three days.

Simone’s voice went flat. “Mm-hmm.”

That flatness was Simone’s version of a flare: this is fine, but it is also not fine.

I watched her for a beat, trying to read the exact flavor of her irritation. She was chopping shallots. Shallots were delicate, usually. Simone was chopping them like they owed her money.

“You’re chopping like the onion insulted your family,” I said.

Simone didn’t look up. “The Society is arguing.”

“About what,” I asked, already knowing the answer would be something like “who gets to feel important.”

Simone set the knife down and wiped her hands on a towel with an extra level of force.

“Restricted access,” she said.

My stomach did a small, involuntary drop. That phrase had developed claws recently. “Restricted access” in Salvage Bay didn’t mean “this is fragile.” It meant “this is ours.”

“Restricted access to what,” I asked, forcing my voice casual.

Simone’s eyes flicked to me, sharp. “Rooms,” she said. “Keys. Tours. Donors who think writing a check means they get to see behind every door.”

“That’s... very on brand for them,” I said, aiming for light.

Simone’s mouth twitched. “They’re arguing about what people are allowed to see.”

The sentence landed too neatly.

Allowed to see.

My brain tried to make it about the bigger ladder—the one I’d been climbing since Book One, rung by rung, object by object. But this was Book Five, new case, new victim, new conflict. I could feel the series spine humming underneath, but I wasn’t going to let it eat the chapter.

Not yet.

I took another sip of my trauma-coffee and said, “So. They’re fighting over doors.”

“They’re fighting over who gets to own the doors,” Simone corrected. Then she pointed at a stack of steel cambros on the floor. “And while they fight, we have to feed them.”

I looked at the cambros. Condensation beaded on the steel. Tape held labels in Simone’s handwriting: HOT APPS, COLD APPS, PLATES, UTENSILS, WARMING TRAYS.

My life had become a lot of labeling lately.

Simone reached under the counter and pulled out a thermos crate the size of a small refrigerator. “You,” she said, “are taking these to Lighthouse Point.”

I blinked. “Me.”

“Yes,” Simone said. “You. Because you have arms. And because if I go, I will commit a felony.”

“That seems extreme,” I said.

Simone gave me a look. “Maren. I have been asked—today—by a man in a blazer—if we can serve the chowder ‘more historically.’”

I stared at her. “What does that mean.”

“He wanted it ‘rustic,’” Simone said, voice dead. “He asked if we could serve it in something ‘authentic.’”

“Like,” I ventured, “a bowl.”

Simone’s eyes narrowed. “Like a tin cup. Like a ship’s mess. Like he’s been watching too many documentaries and thinks soup is a theme.”

I pressed my lips together, trying not to laugh. “Did you say no.”

Simone’s expression said: I said something worse than no. Aloud, she said, “I said we serve chowder in bowls because we like our guests alive.”

I laughed anyway, then immediately felt guilty because my nervous system had been pinging “lighthouse” like an alarm bell, and laughing felt wrong in the face of what the last few months had been.

Simone noticed the guilt flicker. She always did.

Her voice softened a hair. “This is not about you being brave,” she said quietly. “This is about you being useful.”

I exhaled. “I can do useful.”

“I know,” Simone said. Then she pointed at the cambros like they were soldiers awaiting deployment. “Take these to Lighthouse Point. Don’t let anyone ‘just borrow’ them.”

I blinked. “Who would borrow a cambro.”

Simone’s gaze held mine. “The same people who borrow authority.”

There it was again—that language. Borrowing. Owning. Keys. Doors. Who gets to see.

My stomach tightened, and I hated that it did. I hated that words could make my body tense now.

I set my coffee down. “Okay,” I said. “Cambros. Thermoses. No lending. Got it.”

Simone nodded, then reached for a clipboard and flipped to a page labeled DELIVERY LIST. She ran her finger down it, lips moving silently.

“Also,” she said, “they want extra platters.”

“Of course they do,” I muttered.

“And they ‘may’ need a last-minute serving table,” Simone added.

“That’s not a may,” I said. “That’s a we’re going to decide we need it ten minutes before guests arrive.”

Simone pointed at me with the towel. “See? You speak gala.”

“I speak panic,” I corrected.

Simone’s mouth twitched. “Same thing.”

Finn popped his head in again. “Simone, the front needs you.”

Simone didn’t look away from me. “Tell them I’m in the back being exploited.”

Finn grinned. “Already knew.”

He disappeared.

Simone took a breath and shifted into triage mode. “Here’s what you’re doing,” she said, and it wasn’t just a list—it was a lifeline. “You take the cambros and thermos crate up to Lighthouse Point. You get a signature from whoever’s in charge—”

“I love signatures,” I said. “They’re like tiny permission slips for my sanity.”

Simone ignored me. “—you drop in the kitchen staging area they designated—”

“I will not wander into ‘restricted rooms,’” I promised.

Simone’s eyes narrowed. “Good. Because the Society is touchy about what people are allowed to see.”

There it was again. The phrase. Like a chorus.

I nodded. “Drop. Sign. Leave.”

“And,” Simone added, “if anyone tries to sweet-talk you into ‘just helping for a minute,’ you say no.”

“I’m very good at saying no,” I lied.

Simone’s stare flattened me. “Maren.”

“I am learning to be good at saying no,” I amended. “Under supervision.”

Simone nodded, satisfied. “Yes. Under supervision.”

I hauled the thermos crate toward the back door. It was heavier than it looked, because it contained both liquid and Simone’s expectations, which were dense.

As I wrestled it, a laminated gala program slid off the counter and fluttered to the floor like a white flag.

I bent to pick it up. The cover had a photo of Lighthouse Point under a dramatic beam, the kind of image that made tourists sigh and locals roll their eyes. Fancy font. Donor names. Auction items. The phrase PRESERVING OUR LIGHT.

My throat tightened on the word preserving.

Simone saw my expression and said, gently but firmly, “Not that. Not today. Today is trays and thermoses.”

I straightened and nodded. “Trays and thermoses.”

As I made my way through the back door into the cold, salt-fog wrapped around me immediately, damp and sharp. The wind cut through the alley behind The Mooring and made me pull my hood tighter.

My truck sat parked by the curb, already fogged at the windows, looking like it would rather be anywhere else.

I loaded the cambros into the back, careful not to slam them because Simone had trained me to treat catering gear like fragile evidence.

As I shoved the thermos crate in, my phone buzzed.

Simone.

Of course.

I pulled it out with stiff fingers.

Don’t get adopted by a crisis.

I smiled despite myself, warmth flickering in my chest. “Too late,” I murmured, then typed back:

I am literally delivering soup. I will only be adopted by soup.

Three dots appeared, then:

Soup is allowed. The Society is not.

I pocketed the phone and shut the truck bed.

The drive to Lighthouse Point wasn’t long, but Salvage Bay had a way of making short drives feel like transitions between worlds. Old Town’s tidy storefronts gave way to wet coastal road. The harbor smell thickened. The fog hugged the pavement. Somewhere out past the trees, the lighthouse existed like a presence, not a place.

The last time I’d been pulled toward Lighthouse Point, it had been with evidence and caution tape and the word “shift” stamped into my bones.

Tonight, it was cambros and thermoses.

Normal.

Or as normal as Salvage Bay allowed.

As I turned onto the road that led toward Lighthouse Point, the fog thinned just enough that I could see the faintest hint of the structure ahead—white against gray, stubborn and upright.

My stomach tightened anyway.

Because the lighthouse didn’t just sit there.

It watched.

And if the Historical Society was already arguing about what people were allowed to see, that meant something behind those doors mattered.

Simone was right.

They weren’t fighting over chowder.

They were fighting over access.

And in Salvage Bay, access was never just access. It was power.

Simone said, “They’re arguing about what people are allowed to see.”
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The lighthouse had a way of pretending it was just a building until you got close enough to hear it breathing.

Not literally. I am not saying Lighthouse Point exhaled into the salt fog like a moody Victorian heroine. I’m saying the air around it changed—colder, wetter, sharper—as if the place had spent a century learning how to make people lower their voices.

I told myself I was here for soup.

Technically, I was here for Simone’s soup. Also crab cakes and warming trays and the steel cambros that had the personality of stubborn toddlers—heavy, loud, and determined to bang into your shins at the worst possible moment.

My truck bounced along the last stretch of road toward Lighthouse Point, tires hissing over damp pavement. The fog had thinned just enough to show me the silhouette ahead: the lighthouse rising pale against a gray-blue sky, the keeper’s outbuilding crouched nearby, and the newer visitor structures looking too crisp to belong beside all that stubborn stone.

The beam wasn’t on yet—it was still daylight—but the tower still felt like it was watching.

Which was, of course, ridiculous. Buildings didn’t watch. People did.

And lately, Salvage Bay had been full of people who watched what they wanted and ignored the rest.

I pulled into the small gravel lot and immediately hit Problem Number One: a new sign.

It was mounted at eye level, laminated, and had that polite-but-firm font that said a committee had met and agreed this was the exact shade of authority they wanted.

LIGHTHOUSE POINT HERITAGE GALA — AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY
DELIVERIES CHECK IN AT SERVICE ENTRANCE NO EXCEPTIONS
Underneath, someone had added a smaller laminated sheet with arrows and a map that looked like it had been designed by a person who’d never carried a fifty-pound thermos crate in their life.

I sat behind the wheel for a beat, staring at the words NO EXCEPTIONS like they might blink first.

“No exceptions,” I muttered. “Except for me, who is delivering soup, which is a public service.”

The sign did not care.

I grabbed my phone and snapped a photo of the map because my brain had developed a habit of collecting evidence whenever a place started telling me what I could and couldn’t do. I told myself it was because I didn’t trust my memory. That was partly true.

The other part was the tiny, tired voice in my head that kept whispering: Systems like this love paper and love control. Watch the seams.

I got out of the truck, the cold immediately catching in my lungs. Salt-fog slicked my hairline and dampened my jacket. The gravel crunched under my boots as I went around to the back and stared at the cambros and thermos crate like they were going to move themselves if I offered encouragement.

They didn’t.

I hauled the thermos crate toward the “service entrance,” which apparently meant the side of the keeper’s outbuilding that looked least charming to donors. A narrow path led around the back, edged by scrub pine and wet grass. Wind funneled through the railings and made every metal surface feel like it had teeth.

Halfway there, I hit Problem Number Two: a new lock.

A chain stretched across the service gate—not the big public gate, but a smaller utility entrance that I vaguely remembered being a simple latch. Now it had a shiny new padlock, the kind that looked like it had been installed yesterday and then rubbed with grit to look “weathered.”

I stopped and stared at it, my stomach doing that little drop again.

Because Book 4 had taught me that “new lock on an old restriction” was not a neutral detail.

I wasn’t spiraling. I wasn’t. I was just... noticing.

“Can I help you?”

The voice came from behind me. I turned and found a woman in a Historical Society volunteer badge—mid-fifties, cheerful in the exhausted way, like she’d been voluntold into this and was trying to be a good sport. Her hair was pinned under a rain bonnet. Her hands were full of folded tablecloths.

“Yes,” I said immediately. “You can open this gate before my arms file a complaint.”

She blinked, then smiled. “Oh! Deliveries. Right. We have new protocols for gala week.”

New protocols. More committee language. My left eye twitched in the way it did when I was tired and the town was being itself.

“I’m Maren,” I said. “The Mooring. Catering delivery.”

“Oh, thank goodness,” she said, as if I’d arrived with oxygen instead of chowder. “We’re behind on everything. You have to check in first.”

I shifted the thermos crate on my hip and tried not to let it crush my ribs. “Check in with who.”

The volunteer glanced toward the main building. “Mr. Kitteridge,” she said. “He’s handling keys and access.”

My stomach tightened.

Kitteridge. The board treasurer. The donor wrangler. The guy whose name had been in Simone’s mouth with the same tone she used for undercooked chicken.

“Okay,” I said carefully. “Where is he.”

“As if summoned,” the volunteer said with a little laugh, “here he comes.”

I turned toward the path—and there he was, walking toward us with the kind of unhurried confidence that belonged to men who thought schedules were suggestions and doors opened because they wanted them to.

Miles Kitteridge was tall, in a way that made you feel like you’d accidentally agreed to look up at him. His coat was expensive wool, dark and dry despite the fog. His hair was neatly styled, as if he’d battled humidity and won. He carried a ring of keys in one hand, and they jingled softly as he walked.

Keys that sounded like authority.

Miles smiled when he saw me, warm and practiced.

“Maren,” he said, as if we’d met and enjoyed it. “From Tidemark, right? And The Mooring by marriage.”

I blinked. “By marriage.”

Miles’s smile widened. “I hear everything,” he said pleasantly. “Simone is catering for us. We’re thrilled.”

I resisted the urge to ask him if he also heard when people fell off bluffs or when committee minutes got “tidied.” Instead I forced my face into polite.

“I’m here with deliveries,” I said, gesturing to the thermos crate that was currently trying to fuse with my spine.

“Excellent,” Miles said, and his gaze flicked over the crate like it was a prop in his event rather than something I’d wrestled through a rainstorm. “We’ve had... some confusion about who’s allowed where.”

The volunteer with the tablecloths nodded vigorously. “So much confusion.”

Miles made a sympathetic face that looked like concern and read like control.

“We’re being very careful,” he said. “The lighthouse is a delicate environment. We can’t have just anyone wandering into restricted rooms.”

Restricted rooms.

My stomach did that drop again, and I hated myself for it.

“I’m not wandering,” I said lightly. “I’m delivering soup. Soup is very non-wander-y.”

The volunteer laughed. Miles smiled.

But Miles’s smile stayed half a second too long, like he was deciding whether I was funny or inconvenient.

“And,” I added, “Simone asked me to get a signature so no one ‘borrows’ our cambros.”

Miles chuckled. “Of course,” he said. “We run a tight ship.”

Another nautical metaphor. Wonderful. I lifted my eyebrows as if impressed.

“Love a tight ship,” I said. “Especially when it contains soup.”

Miles’s eyes flicked toward the new padlock on the service gate. “We had to add locks,” he said casually. “Too many people take ‘heritage’ as an invitation.”

My grip tightened on the thermos crate.

“Locks,” I repeated.

Miles jingled his key ring gently. “Nothing dramatic,” he assured me. “Just a little structure.”

Structure. Another word that meant control without saying control.

He stepped closer and held up his keys. “Which entrance are you supposed to use.”

I pointed at the laminated map on the sign. “Service entrance,” I said. “Which is currently chained like it’s guarding state secrets.”

Miles laughed. “You’d be surprised,” he said.

The volunteer shifted awkwardly, tablecloths slipping. “Mr. Kitteridge, should I—”

“Go on,” Miles said smoothly. “We’ve got this.”

The woman hurried off, relieved to be released from responsibility.

Miles turned back to me, still smiling. “You look cold,” he observed.

“Just damp,” I said. “Damp is my winter personality.”

Miles chuckled, then leaned closer as if sharing a friendly secret. “You’ve been through a lot lately,” he said, tone sympathetic.

My stomach tightened. I hated how quickly people in Salvage Bay folded tragedy into small talk. Like it was seasoning.

“I’ve been through soup,” I said. “This week. So much soup.”

Miles’s smile didn’t falter. “Well, we’re grateful,” he said. “We need the gala to go smoothly.”

There it was—the real priority. Not people. Not safety. Smooth.

He stepped to the gate, flipped through his keys with casual competence, and inserted one into the new padlock. The metal clicked open.

As the lock swung free, the chain clanked softly. Cold iron sound. Familiar sound. My hands prickled.

Miles held the gate open with one hand. “After you,” he said.

I hauled the thermos crate through, trying not to bang it into the post. The scent of damp stone and old paint rose around us. The outbuilding’s service corridor smelled like a mixture of bleach and something older—paper dust maybe, or wood that had soaked up a century of salt air.

Miles walked ahead, keys still in hand, and every step he took felt like an announcement: I belong here.

We passed another new sign.

STAFF ONLY — NO ENTRY BEYOND THIS POINT WITHOUT ESCORT

“I’m feeling very escorted,” I said.

Miles smiled. “We like to know who’s where,” he replied.

Something about the way he said it made my skin prickle.

We reached the staging area—an open room with folding tables, stacks of auction items wrapped in tissue paper, and a faint smell of lemon polish trying to convince old wood to look young. A few Society workers moved around setting up place cards and adjusting floral arrangements. Everything looked beautiful in that carefully curated way that suggested someone had spent money to make sure nothing looked messy.

Which, of course, meant something messy was hiding.

Miles gestured to a table. “Set it there.”

I did, letting the weight leave my arms. Relief flooded through me so hard I wanted to sit on the floor.

“Signature,” I reminded him, because Simone’s voice lived in my spine now.

Miles took the clipboard from a nearby table, found the delivery sheet, and signed his name with a flourish that looked like it had practiced.

Miles Kitteridge.

Treasure of the Society, gatekeeper of soup.

He handed the clipboard back. “There you go.”

“Thank you,” I said, sliding it into my bag.

Miles’s gaze lingered on me. “You ever been up in the tower during an event like this,” he asked.

“No,” I said immediately. “And I’m very comfortable with that.”

He laughed. “Fair,” he said. “It can be... intense.”

“Intense as in stairs,” I said. “Or intense as in donors.”

Miles’s smile widened. “Both,” he said. “But it’s worth it. The view, the history... the sense of tradition.”

Tradition. Another word that made my brain itch.

I forced myself to keep it light. “I prefer my tradition in bread form,” I said. “Like, sourdough.”

Miles chuckled, then leaned closer again, lowering his voice like we were co-conspirators.

“Between us,” he said, “this place has quirks.”

I blinked. “Quirks.”

He nodded toward the corridor beyond, where the utility lights buzzed faintly overhead. “Old wiring. Old systems. Sometimes the light goes dark.”

My stomach tightened.

Miles smiled as if he’d said something charming.

“Even when it shouldn’t,” he added, and
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