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“When angels fell, some fell on the land, some on the sea.

The former are the faeries and the latter were often said to be the seals.”

Anonymous Orcadian
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January 1896 

Blessings, New Jersey

––––––––
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NEEMA WOKE WITH THE selkies’ song of the dead on her lips. She clapped her hand over her mouth and prayed no one in the house heard her. She wiped away the tears streaming from her eyes. Two weeks ago, her sister, Lila, died. The authorities claimed Lila committed suicide by stabbing herself in the heart. 

Neema told them her sister would never commit suicide, but they refused to listen to her. So, Neema vowed to find proof that someone murdered her sister. 

All the souls in the town of Blessings, New Jersey, lay asleep as the edge of morning appeared as a gray line on the horizon. Neema hurried into her petticoats, wool stockings, and woolen skirt. She dreaded going out into the bitter winter weather, but she intended to clear her sister’s name no matter what. Her beautiful sister lay buried outside the graveyard, in fact, outside of Blessings since suicide was considered a sin and therefore, in the opinion of most of the people in the town, her sister went straight to hell. 

Neema’s eyes remained misty, but she did not have time to wallow in grief. When she yawned, her breath made a cloud in her cold, third floor room. Still, she considered herself fortunate to have shelter, even a third-floor icebox in the Courts’ resplendent, fifteen room cottage on a dune overlooking the Atlantic Ocean. Her sister’s rented garret had already been leased to new tenants. 

Neema tread the stairs as lightly as possible, praying the wooden squeaks did not give her away before she hurried outside. She could not spare any other time during the day for this search. She intended to inspect every crevice in the rocks along the jetty. Perhaps, she would find the knife the murderer used. The authorities informed her the tide undoubtedly took the weapon out into deeper water. 

Once outside, Neema braved the freezing temperature and the wild winds. Struggling against the strong gusts, she clutched her thick shawl close as her mind replayed those bitter hours while her sister sat at the altar waiting for her groom to arrive.  

“You are beautiful and talented, and he is a fool.” Neema told her. 

Lila said nothing, but her tear-ravaged face tore at Neema’s heart.

Gustave’s sudden reluctance to marry seemed unbelievable given the circumstances.

As the eldest son of a railroad magnate, he inherited a fortune as well as his family’s summer home in Blessings. Injured in a boating accident, he remained unaware Lila rescued him from drowning. 

He stayed in the New Jersey seaside town to recuperate long after the summer season ended. 

Lila fell in love with him from the moment she pulled him from the sea. She helped to nurse him through his recovery, which is when he became besotted with her.

Gustave made Lila laugh with his foolishness. He painted their initials in red hearts all along the boardwalk. For that, he was fined a large amount of money, but he merely shrugged and hired laborers to remove the paint. 

Town officials claimed they harbored no suspicions about Gustave in Lila’s demise. However, when the Chief of Staff at the railroad company reported him missing, Blessings’s Chief of Police assigned men to search for him. Rumors circulated about town claiming he became engaged to a wealthy man’s daughter. Some said he traveled to England and married a princess. Some said they heard he now resided in a home for the insane. 

Neema shivered when she reached the rock jetty and faced the howling wind. The waves sent icy spray high into the air. She came to search for clues in this spot because the surfmen from the lifesaving station found Lila’s ice-covered body here, wedged between the huge granite boulders, 

Over the past two weeks, Neema painstakingly hunted in every crevice between the massive stones. She refused to give up. If she did not find anything in the jetty to bolster her case, she would sift through every grain of sand around it. 

With great care, Neema found her footing along the slippery, ice-covered rocks. The tide was out so she had less chance of being drenched with a cascade of salt water. If she returned soaked to the skin, Mrs. Kelleher, the housekeeper at the Courts’ cottage, would have a conniption. Worse, Mr. Court might fire her despite her skill with a needle. 

As soon as she came to the area where she stopped the day before, she knelt. She marked the spot with a sturdy piece of driftwood jammed into the rocks. She pulled out the wood and slid her thinly gloved hand into the space. Searching all around the huge gray stone, she found nothing of importance other than bits of shells, splinters of wood, and seaweed. She crept to the next stone and repeated the process. 

From out in the water, she heard a sharp bark. 

“Go away, Seamus!” she called back. Seamus annoyed her. He wanted to mate with her the past two seasons, but she refused him—as did all the other selkie females. His obnoxious behavior turned everyone away from him. Since he failed to attract a mate, he was banished to the bachelors’ island. She avoided him much as she would a shark. 

He barked again in a more strident manner. This time he sounded much closer.

She pulled her hand out of the crevice and glared at him. His nearness unsettled her. He sat on a low, flat rock not ten feet from her, bobbing his head up and down. She turned away, refusing to communicate with him. His unwelcome distraction hampered her progress.

She glanced toward the east where the sun rose higher above the horizon. Soon the whole household would be up and she would be missed. Clamping her teeth together, she plunged her hand into another frigid crevice. The time remaining to her might be a quarter of an hour, at best. She must not waste it even though her fingers were numb with cold and she shivered uncontrollably. 

Seamus continued barking, but she kept at her task. When she finished sliding her fingers around one boulder, she went on to the next, which must be the last one for today. She would need to run all the way back to the cottage to make it in time. 

The bell in the church tower tolled the hour. She wanted to cry, for she gained nothing in her search. Gathering her courage, she set her chin defiantly. She would not be defeated. She stood, turned, and cautiously stepped along the boulders to make her way back to the beach. 

In the golden beams of the morning, she caught the glint of something inside a crevice only three feet from Seamus. Had he seen it, too? Is that why he continued to annoy her? Or was it a trick?

She grabbed her sturdy piece of driftwood, intending to shove him away if he came close to her. “I will beat you with this stick if you bite me,” she threatened. 

The bark of a dog sounded in the distance. Seamus lifted his head and slid back several feet as a large dog came running at full tilt toward the jetty. Neema recognized the giant, hairy dog as the lifesaving station’s St. Bernard. Lila had a fondness for the animal and often gave him treats when he visited her garret.

Keeping one eye on Seamus, she bent down. He growled and lowered his head as he glared at the St. Bernard rapidly approaching. In one swift movement, Neema scooped up the bright bauble. Her heart thundered as she opened her hand and stared at it. Lila’s silver heart locket; the one Gustave gave to her on her birthday, glittered in the rays of dawn. Lila’s initials swirled in a fine script engraved on the surface.

She trembled as emotion swamped her like a giant wave. With knees too weak to hold her, she sank upon the hard, cold granite. Her chest tightened as she realized she sat in perhaps the very spot where her sister met her doom. She tried in vain to open the tiny clasp with her frozen fingers. A small sob escaped her lips.

The barking dog sounded nearer, and Seamus growled as if ready to attack.

Neema was too distraught to care.  

Suddenly a deep male voice shouted, “What are you doing there? Can’t you see the sign? Don’t climb on the rocks. Seals bite! Get away so I can eliminate that creature!”

Neema’s heart quailed when she saw the man holding a pistol not twenty feet from her. 

Panic gripped her. “Don’t shoot!”

“Move farther away from that seal.” The man aimed the gun at Seamus. “Those beasts can crush shells with their teeth.”

“Put that gun away!” she shouted. 

Seamus wriggled away and slid into the water. 

The man and the dog clambered up onto the rock wall. 

“Are you crazy?” he asked as he glowered at her with a furrowed brow. The insignia on his uniform marked him as one of the surfmen of the lifesaving station. 

“What if you missed him and shot me?” Neema fired back. “That seal didn’t hurt me.” She managed to get to her feet though her knees still quaked. 

“Seals attack without warning.” The surfman’s rugged face might have been pleasing but for the livid scar across his cheek which went all the way to his chin. 

She stared at the scar and wondered if it went further down along his neck, but she could not tell for a thick scarf lay wrapped around his throat.

“Seals attack when they feel threatened.” Her hands clenched into tight fists. 

“What if he dragged you into the water? You weigh far less than that creature. You’d make a good breakfast.” The young man stood a head taller than her. She looked up into eyes the same color as the aqua sea, unusual and fascinating. A tingle crept up her spine.

He’s human, she reminded herself. Humans possessed the habit of being unreliable at best and often dangerous with no regard for animals of any kind. She ground her teeth together. Yes, she was half-human, but she couldn’t help that. Look what happened to Lila. She trusted humans too much.

“Seals are interested in fish, clams, octopus, and other ocean fare,” she stated, though she knew Seamus had another agenda in mind, which had nothing to do with food. She hoped he returned to the seal’s bachelor island and stayed there. 

She slid the small, silver heart into the deepest recesses of her pocket.

“Those creatures appear harmless with their big eyes, but they are sly, wicked, and never to be trusted.” The deep rumble of his voice seemed to vibrate right through her.

“I know that seal.” That much was true. Although Seamus wasn’t a friend. In truth, she counted no friends in the pod. Her two caring aunts proved to be her only remaining connection with the selkies.

“Seals are wild animals.” The young man growled almost as fiercely as Seamus, and she bristled with indignation. “For your own safety, stay away from them and do not climb on these rocks. The sign is there for a reason. Since you ignored the warning, you will be fined.”

“It says nothing about a fine on the sign.” 

“Article 587 clearly states...”

She rolled her eyes. He was the most annoying kind of human, all wrapped up in rules and regulations. Arguing with him would be pointless. Whirling about she intended to leave but the huge dog blocked her path. The animal sat on his haunches and studied her. She feared most dogs, especially large ones who easily detected her anxiety, but this one displayed a measure of patience she rarely saw in canines. With his sad, dark eyes, she sensed his condolences for her sister’s death. However, she couldn’t be sure for she never learned to communicate with dogs. Most of them wanted to bite her.

“Come,” the man ordered. 

The dog heaved a sigh, and despite his massive size, he deftly moved around Neema to stand at the man’s side.

Relieved, she picked her way over the ice-encrusted boulders until the church bell rang again and her heart quailed. Very late now, she could expect a reprimand the moment she stepped in the door. If Mr. or Mrs. Court saw her, she might be dismissed on the spot. 

She hoisted her skirts and ran. Jumping down to a wide, flat slab of granite, her foot slid. She screamed as she fell, but then...all went black, and she knew nothing.
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Emmett Addair stared at the young woman’s pale face as she lay on the sofa in the Courts’ back parlor. A tumble of soft brown hair framed her exquisite features. Her smooth, fine skin did not have a single blemish. He rubbed the horrid scar on his own face and considered whether he had been too gruff with her.

Then he straightened and clamped his teeth. Rules were rules. Nobody was supposed to climb on the rocks. The sign was there for a reason. She should have known better, especially after her sister’s unfortunate demise.

Why was she out there in the bitter cold with that creature nearby? He wondered if the woman was off her head. Her foot would not have slipped on that patch of ice if she had stayed away from those rocks. He would make sure she received a fine.

He fingered the edge of his service cap and glanced at a clock. How many minutes passed since she fell. How long had she remained senseless? Anxiety twisted inside him as he watched her face. Why didn’t she wake up? She transfixed him when he first looked at her large, dark eyes. But only for a moment. He was on duty, patrolling the beach and watching for ships in trouble.

When he lifted her limp body from the jagged rocks, her skin felt as cold as death. Her thin shawl was no match for the weather, so he bundled her in his thick service coat. He knew her sister’s name was Lila—everyone did, but while the local newspaper printed the story of the young woman’s death, the name of her sister was not mentioned. He assumed that to be a kindness on the part of the newspaper. Suicides within a family were considered a disgrace. 

“What is her given name?” he asked Geoffrey Court who stood beside him.  

“Neema,” Court stated with a sneer. “Unusual name, but I suppose one would expect that since her father was an artist and so was her sister. My wife hired her to assist the dressmaker with our daughter’s trousseau. Milly will be married in April to Leonard Sturbridge, of the Philadelphia Sturbridges, very established, you know, a fine family.” He puffed out his chest as a satisfied look wreathed his face. “I’m sure you read about it in the newspaper. Leonard is the oldest son and has taken over the reins on his family’s financial empire since his father’s stroke in November.”

Emmett paid scant attention to the man’s words. He could barely stomach Geoffrey Court’s constant boasting. 

Emmett fixed his gaze once more on the young woman. A slight tinge of pink warmed her cheeks. He bent to touch her hand and felt for her pulse. It appeared stronger now than before. A ray of hope grew in his chest.

“Neema,” he called. “Neema, wake up.”

“We’ve sent for the doctor,” Court reminded.

“He’s taking too long.” Emmett rubbed Neema’s delicate hand between his huge, callused palms. “Do you have smelling salts?”

Mr. Court reached for the embroidered rope beside the fireplace. “Our housekeeper keeps them on hand.”

A few moments later, Mrs. Kelleher, the Courts’ cook and housekeeper appeared. Flour dusted her arms to her elbows. Emmett resisted the urge to hug the woman. She had been a friend of his mother and continued to keep in touch with him. In fact, after his uncle died, she suggested he apply for a job with the lifesaving service.

“Sir?” she asked Mr. Court.

“The young man thinks smelling salts might help,” Court stated.

The housekeeper pulled a blue bottle out of her pocket. 

Emmett reached for it. “Thank you.” He knelt beside the insensible woman. Opening the stopper, he waved the bottle under her nose. Her eyelids fluttered. 

“Wake up, Neema,” he coaxed. 

Her eyes opened, but she did not appear to focus on anything. Slowly, her lids lowered and her long lashes swept down upon her cheeks, where a wider pink tinge now bloomed.

When he shook her shoulder, she gave a soft, breathy moan. He wafted the bottle under her nose again. 

“Neema, open your eyes,” he begged as a knot of fear lodged in his throat. 

Furrows marred her brow as she opened her eyes again. This time her misty gaze flitted about: from him, to the housekeeper, to the pompous Mr. Court, and then for a moment back to Emmett. Something like a spark of recognition flashed briefly as she studied him.

“The color of the sea,” she whispered. Then her heavy lids lowered once more. “Don’t...shoot...Seamus.”

“Seamus?” He shook his head. “She named the seal?”

“She’s dreaming to be sure,” declared the housekeeper. 

Emmett stood, handed the smelling salts to Mrs. Kelleher. “Perhaps some hot coffee would rouse her.”

“It’s a sure bet she needs more than coffee. Hasn’t had a bite to eat yet today,” the housekeeper declared. “Eats barely enough to stay alive, that one. Still mourning over her sister, but I’ll see what I can do.” She bustled off to the kitchen. 

Guilt twisted inside him and Emmett rubbed his forehead. As one of the members of the lifesaving service, he manned the tower most nights and participated in the daily drills, but the week Lila Beaumont died he had been granted leave. That week the weather proved to be unusually mild and clear with a full moon and no wind. That type of weather usually guaranteed safe sailing and no shipwrecks.

He spent the week inland settling the affairs of his uncle, the man who begrudgingly raised him. His uncle died six months before, but someone offered to purchase the farm and remaining equipment. Emmett paid off the debt his uncle owed the bank and returned to work with nothing more in his pocket. 

While there were no wrecks in his absence, he wondered why none of the men at the lifesaving station saw Lila Beaumont out on the rock jetty the night she died. 

“I must get back to business,” Court interrupted Emmett’s musing. “We do appreciate your help in returning Miss Beaumont to us.”

“I was only doing my duty,” Emmett pointed out, though he now wished he somehow handled the situation in a more suitable manner. “But before I leave, I’ll be needing my coat.” 

Annoyance crossed Court’s face and he grumbled as he assisted Emmett in the retrieval of the woolen uniform coat. Emmett tried to be gentle in sliding it from underneath Neema, but in disturbing her position, he revived her from her stupor. 

She gasped as she struggled to sit up. 

“Stay where you are.” He pressed her shoulder lightly.

She obeyed, but with a worried countenance. 

“We’ve called the doctor for you,” Court informed her. “But I insist on knowing what you were doing outside. You’ve no cause to go tramping around on that rock jetty, especially in this weather. It is against the law. Besides, we hired you to sew!” 

“I...I...” She plunged a shaky hand into her pocket and pulled out a gleaming, silver charm. “The locket...”

“What is that?” Court snatched it from her. “Did you steal it?”

“Give it back,” she cried. “It was Lila’s.” 

“Let me see it,” Emmett ordered and put out his hand. 

Court dropped the bauble into it. With a curse, he stamped out of the room. 

Emmett studied the small heart, monogrammed in flowing script. He struggled for a moment to open the catch, but it defied his large, callused fingers.

“Is this what you’ve been searching for every morning?” he asked as he held it out to her.

She took it from him in an almost reverent manner and clasped it to her bosom. “Have you been watching me?” 

He answered with calm. “It is my job.”

“You are to watch for foundering ships.”

“Sometimes small boats crash into the jetty.” He did not add that sometimes people jumped off the jetty intentionally. Her sister was not the first to end her life in that spot. He heard tales from the other surfmen. 

She closed her eyes again and whispered. “Someone killed my sister.”

“No one heard any screams or saw anything that night.” The surfmen on duty were duly questioned. The next morning when the crew went out to drill at the usual time, they found the woman’s frozen body.

“Someone pulled this from her neck.” She bit her lip.

He cleared his throat and stared at the floor. “Your sister was jilted.”

She took in a deep breath. In a stronger voice she said, “She did not intend to end her life.” 

“What did she say when her groom failed to show up at the altar?” Could he reason with her? 

“She agreed with me that the best thing to do would be to go back home.” She kissed the small silver locket and tucked it away in her pocket. “As I told the officials here, we were going to travel home together the next morning. That was our plan. I went to sleep, but I didn’t hear Lila go out—” Tears welled in her eyes. “But she often walked along the beach at night. She thought it was safe here in Blessings.”

Her distress stabbed at his conscience.

“Where is home?” he asked.

“North...of here.” Laden with sorrow, her words were little more than a whisper.

Why was she so vague? “Most towns have names.”

“Nobody has ever heard of it.”

Mrs. Kelleher walked into the room with a tray. “My dear girl, it’s good to see you are revived. You’ve given us all a terrible shock.”

Emmett’s gaze fell on the platter of food and he clamped his lips together to prevent himself from drooling. He must get back to his regular patrol. He moved a small table next to the sofa for the housekeeper to set down the tray.

“There’s some for you, too, Emmett. Surfmen need to keep up their strength.” The kind older woman held out a sack. “I am sure walking and eating at the same time is allowed.”

“I don’t see how there could be anyone objecting to that.” He grinned as he took the bag. “Thank you.”

“Thank you for saving young Neema.”

“I didn’t save her.” He drew in a great breath. “She slipped on the ice.” He expected the captain would give him a tongue-lashing for that.

“You wrapped her in your coat and carried her here,” Mrs. Kelleher insisted. “Good thing, too, for she has magic in her fingers when it comes to sewing. Never beheld such fine needlework in all my days. Miss Milly will be the finest bride Blessings has ever seen.”

Emmett cast a sidelong glance at Neema. Miss Milly Court might be the far grandest bride ever in Blessings, but Neema’s exquisite beauty outshone that of Miss Court. The shape of her face reminded him of the shape of a heart. Her coloring with its sharp contrast of pale cream skin and sable hair was almost unearthly. Though dressed in simple clothing with no adornment, she could pass for an angel, to his way of thinking. But then, he came from a town even smaller than Blessings and had grown up on a farm. Perhaps there were other women even fairer than Neema in the world. He just hadn’t met them.

Still, she entranced him. He found it difficult to take his eyes off her, but he must return to his duty. 

At that moment, the town doctor entered the room. The spell woven over Emmett by the small seamstress ended. He nodded to the physician and begged his leave. He left by the backdoor where Homer waited patiently for him. He gave the huge dog a pat on the head, but the dog nudged the sack in his hands.

“I’ll give you some since you were so patient, you old moocher.” Emmett loved the beast. Even though the dog belonged to the captain of the lifesaving station, Homer seemed to appreciate Emmett’s company best. At first, as the youngest and newest surfman, he almost wondered if the dog had been given orders to keep an eye on him. It was a silly suspicion but the way the dog tailed him seemed odd at first. However, as the months went by, he grew fond of old Homer especially since Emmett never had a pet dog during his childhood. Cats roamed the farm to get rid of mice, but no dogs.

“That’s an extra mouth to feed,” his uncle grumbled. 

Emmett cast a glance back at the cottage as he spoke to the dog. “I hope Miss Neema will be alright, though I must fine her for disobeying the posted sign.” She was beautiful, but rules were rules and she wouldn’t have gotten hurt if she stayed off the rocks. 

As he resumed his patrol along the frozen beach, he asked Homer, “What do you think of Miss Neema?”

Homer answered with a gruff bark. 

“This past fall, I rescued three ladies from the surf and not one could hold a candle to Miss Neema.” He stopped walking and peered out at the horizon. Taking his telescope from his pocket, he studied the ship slowly cruising north. “That’s a steamer
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