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I never intended to return to Bailegill once I left it—in a rush, bags packed carelessly and lugged to the ferry. Indeed, I planned to leave the entire state of Florida itself to my father and my siblings.

But then the old man died.

The telegram should not have found me as easily as it did, fifteen years and a continent away from the last time I had seen my father. The implication that he, or his lawyer, had kept tabs on me was both unwelcome and, once I thought more about it, unsurprising. Couldn't count on Dr. Gill for anything past not minding his own damn business.

Vadoma Hildago, my erstwhile, ancient tutor in witchery, told me I ought to go. "There's something there," she said, passing the telegram back to me over her kitchen table. "You can feel it all over that message, some foolery afoot needs looking at."

I replied, "I know exactly what it is, and I left Florida to get away from it."

She'd just snorted in response and poured me some tea. "There's no escaping family, even when they're dead."

I telephoned the lawyer—Mr. Cunningham—whose anxiety made itself clear despite the terrible connection. "It's a matter of the will, and your siblings. I cannot say more until we meet in person."

Yes, and god forbid you should come to me, I thought. "I shall send a telegram with my arrival time. Make sure to send a carriage to the station." Then I hung up, but not before catching your father's daughter muttered over the static-filled line.
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Unlike some of the other barrier islands, whose towns were named independently of the island itself, San Amuria was also the name of the island's village. It sat about twenty miles away from the nearest large town, Fort Stahl, which was reachable by coach and ferry and then another coach. Aside from the various ramshackle houses of the local population, the village of San Amuria contained a grocery, a church that trebled as a schoolhouse and the town hall, a sheriff's office with one jail cell, and the fishery.

Bailegill—the first of three large manor houses that were eventually built around the town in a rough triangle—stood at the northwestern end of the island, looking directly out at the Gulf. The construction crews built up a sea wall to protect the place from flooding, as Stuart Gill, my grandfather, refused to build anything so gauche as a house on stilts. It did no good; when I arrived, the caprices of three separate storms had left the first floor dank, full of sand, and mostly abandoned by the family.

My father was seventeen when his family moved to Florida. My mother was nineteen when she met him. Her family was fishermen, but they lived further south, on Entrada island. As she was one of five children, there hadn't been much of a fuss when she struck out to find work in Fort Stahl as housekeeping staff for the Grande Cipres Hotel. My father's family stayed at the Cipres while Bailegill was under construction. Once the house was built, the Gills offered Mama a position there.

Mama said "Mr. Malcolm" wasn't a bad man. He never hit her, never raised his voice, but then, he also didn't seem to realize what sort of situation he put her in, alone on an island and dependent on his family's goodwill for room, board, and her job. Still, he was sweet enough, and there was not much else to do when her duties were done, and if she never exactly loved him, he never seemed to mind.

Then he left home to study at Arkadien and Mama found herself in an even more precarious situation than she'd realized. By that time she'd saved enough of her salary to pack up her things, leave a letter of resignation, and walk the eleven miles to the ferry dock, where she paid for passage back to Fort Stahl and then down the coast to her parents on Entrada. They were, if not delighted by my subsequent arrival, not entirely displeased to be grandparents.

Between Yellow Jack, ague, drowning, two hurricanes, and one alligator, I was orphaned by the time I was, myself, nineteen. My family had left me some clothes, a little money, and the name of my father: Dr. Malcolm Gill. Even then I wasn't particularly sentimental, and I thought perhaps I could try to wring enough money out of him that I could buy a suitable wardrobe and take some secretarial courses to secure my living. I certainly wasn't going to do maid service; fool the Dyatlovs once and so on.

I will say, he did give me plenty of money, though I still have no idea how to type or run a telephone exchange.
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I stepped off the train in Fort Stahl into the wet embrace of a Florida August, a downpour that only enhanced the humidity rather than cutting it. I'd felt damp since changing trains in Tallahassee. Even after fifteen years away, the muggy air dropped on me with a sense of familiar inevitability: how silly to think I could ever leave this behind.

Mr. Cunningham was, as I should have expected, not on the platform. I made my way beneath the canvas overhang toward the station to find him, passing a familiar man headed to the train. "Brixby?" I called.

Mr. Brixby, who Dr. Gill called his "useful man" even though he did more of the duties of a valet, lab assistant, and butler than manual labor, turned toward me. He was a tall, lean man with a long nose, always a little sweaty around his hairline. Thin-lipped and quiet.

"Miss Dyatlov," he said, clearly not happy to see me—but then, he never had particularly liked me.

"Are you here to meet me?" I asked.

"Meet ... ? No, no, I'm afraid not. I am no longer working at Bailegill."

I blinked at him. "Did George and Jocelaine fire you?" Why in hell would they fire Brixby? He was the one who kept the place from falling in on their heads.

His voice and mouth went very prim as he said, "I left. I informed Mr. Cunningham of Dr. Gill's demise and have not been back." He frowned down at me then, reaching a hand toward my arm. This was more expression than I'd ever seen from the man; it was disquieting and I flinched. "I won't go back there, Miss Dyatlov," he said fiercely, his voice pitched under the rain on the canvas above us. "I think you'd be better off getting back on the train to California."

"I know what's in that house, Brixby," I said evenly. 

"No. No, you do not." And with that, he turned and left me on the platform, boarding the train out of town.

Well. That was interesting.

Mr. Cunningham awaited me inside the station; he had to speak over the noise of the rain on the tin roof. "How are you, Miss Gill?"

"Dyatlov," I corrected, peering around at the station. It was the usual Florida mishmash of Spanish style architecture: gently curved concrete arches and whitewash turning into sickly stripes of algal green, black mold, even streaks of red from the already rusting railings and ornaments. "Is there a carriage, Mr. Cunningham?"

"Oh, even better, Miss ... Dylatov. Mr. Sharpe from the Cipres has gifted a few of those new clockwork taxicabs to the city, and I have claimed one." As we made our way out of the station, he opened a large umbrella that put up a valiant, if ultimately futile, fight against the pouring rain and led me to an automobile that, thankfully, had an actual roof. The sides were open over the doors, but it still blocked the worst of the
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