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Chapter 1 The Gale
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Grai paced in front of the store’s window as Jim Pullman, the mercantile owner cranked the pump to the coal oil kettle, emptying its contents into a tin container. Frigid air seeped through the cracks of the storefront as moisture on the windows obscured the view of downtown Port Summerhill. Pellets of ice had already begun to bounce off the boardwalk, building shallow mounds of icy snow in the gutters. Grai left Barrington Manor later than he wanted to that afternoon. He should be on his way back home by now what with the weather system coming in from the coast. Bothered by Jim’s slow movement and continual mumbling, Grai wandered through the store with his hands in his pockets and pulled out his watch once to check the time.

Jim glanced up at him after filling the tin.

“Storms coming. Will be here within the hour. It’s a fierce one, too. Hear tell two ships are battling the tempest out there.” Pullman lips bent in a frown behind his thick beard, and he glanced out the window, shaking his head in distress.

“Ships from where?” Grai asked, stepping around the pickle barrel and dodging the bags of grain piled up at the end of the aisle. Jim looked him in the eye as he sealed the container and handed it to Grai. Old Jim, as the townspeople called him, was as much a giver as he was a businessman, keeping record of the needs of the locals on a personal level. He knew every family within miles and could recite the count of their livestock should anyone ask. Not only the major merchant of Port Summerhill, but he was also the town’s source of information, the local newsboy. When tragedy struck, Old Jim wept.  

“Victoria. I hope they make it, or the town won't see any more coal oil until the wagons return from Tahoma. Here you go.” He handed Grai his tin. “Use it sparingly.”

The look in his eye told Grai the man’s concern went far beyond a barrel of oil. He had an investment in the ships coming from the north, and a nephew who sailed with them. Grai pulled his leather gloves from his waist coat along with the few coins they had agreed upon.

“For Otto’s sake, let’s hope they never left port and are still safe in Canada,” Grai said.

Jim nodded and took the coins. The floorboards creaked as he walked to the register. “You best hurry and get your wares home to the missus. It’s going to be a dark night.”

Grai turned to leave just as Mr. Pullman’s wife opened the door. 

“You’re here this late, Mr. Madison?” Dorothy Pullman asked as she walked into the store, shaking rain from her umbrella. 

“Where have you been, Dorothy?” Jim asked.

“At a meeting, dear,” she answered and hung her wrap on the coat rack. Her hands shook, Grai noticed. Probably from the cold. 

“It’s wet out there. You best be getting on home, or you’ll be trapped in the snow, Mr. Madison.” 

A hefty but elegant woman, Dorothy Pullman, held a position as an influential citizen of Port Summerhill—a woman who knew everyone’s business and didn’t mind offering her opinion on the townsfolk's’ private matters, and had often exaggerated the truth. Grai usually stayed his distance from her lest she fall into a mothering mode. He had had enough cosseting as an adult from his own mother.

“I’m on my way out now,” Grai answered, and tipped his hat. 

Indeed, darkness already shrouded the town before Grai made it out the door, and the wind gave him a mighty boost across the street. With the iron sign above the store clamoring, a chill raced up his spine. The eerie sound haunted him for it was one year ago today that Adele’s cousin and a man named Delaney left him for dead on these same streets. The day marked the division of his spirit, leaving him teetering on the edge of life and death. Sure, his love for his wife, Adele, brought him back to wholeness, but the fury of the night shook his memory, and the voice of his spirit quickened him.

“Watch your step,” it said in a tone distinct from the wind.

“That night is long gone,” Grai argued. “The danger I faced a year ago no longer exists. The men who tried to kill me are in jail. The deed to my grandfather’s property is in my hands and I’ve already begun construction on our new home. I’m healed of my wounds. What do I have to fear?” 

“The night,” his spirit cautioned him. “Look up.”

Resisting the temptation to obey a voice he didn’t want to hear; Grai gripped the can of coal oil. He kept his focus ahead of him as freezing rain bounced from the brim of his hat and covered the boardwalk. Grai had trained himself to ignore that inner voice, lest people brand him as a madman. He had a wife now and commitments. His sanity could not come into question for their sakes. 

Adele knew of his condition. It was his spirit she had fallen in love with before she even met Grai. But she was faithful in keeping his secret, and to this day no one ever knew that he and his spirit could become two separate beings. He had, in fact, enjoyed normalcy this last year after his wound healed. He spent all year building a new home on his grandfather’s estate, clearing debris from the fire and rubble from the earthquake the year before. There was still much to do, but he had made enough progress that when summer came, he and Adele would have a house to move into.  

He stepped off the boardwalk and crossed the vacant road to the livery. What was usually a bustling town, now lay muted, its residents shielded from the coming torrents. Port Summerhill could withstand heavy rain with minor damage. Gusts of wind from the north would whip over the water, rushing through town with the force of a hurricane. The western mountain range acted as a barrier, pushing the storm back through town in a continuous cycle. Weather like this came once a decade, but when it did, the damage was catastrophic. Damaged buildings, floods, fallen trees, mudslides. Only a fool would be out in the storm when it hit, and Grai was already racing against time. Riding shotgun with the wind up the hill and through the forest would be a challenge.

He had no time to listen to the admonishment of an inner voice.

“I’m not an inner voice. I’m you. You remember me very well. I can feel it in your bones! Why deny it?”

“I remember you and I’m willing to forget,” Grai told his spirit.

“Look up, Grai. I saw something in the hotel on the hill. That light should not be as bright.”

Grai blinked away the droplets from his eyelashes and glanced up the hill to where Barrington Castle stood stately against the turbulent sky. The sight brought him to a sudden stop.

A ghostly figure moved about in front of a window on the third floor of Barrington Castle. At first, it appeared as a cloud, but as Grai stared, the shape became more defined. Unlike a cloud's movement or a silhouette from inside the hotel, this figure stood outside the window, swaying back and forth. What light that illuminated it came from the figure itself—the glow of a woman dressed in a nightgown.

“That’s the third floor,” his spirit said.

“I know!” Grai whispered. “What tricks are you playing with my eyesight?” he asked.

“Me? I’m not playing tricks. These are both our eyes. Let’s investigate. I think I know that woman.”

“That’s absurd.  We’re going home.”

Frustrated with himself for allowing a detachment from his spirit to resurface after such a long period of peace, Grai dismissed the voice, attributing it to a traumatic flashback. He had no time to entertain it, and he certainly had no time to climb the hill to his father-in-law’s hotel to see what the ruse might be. The storm now pounded at his back, the wind cold and unforgiving, and the road beyond the boardwalk muddy and slippery. He jogged to the livery where his horse waited for him already saddled and ready for the wintry ride home.

An icy wetness blew through his wool frock, drenched his scarf, and stuck to the ends of his hair, and to the horse’s mane in the form of tiny icicles. The cold weighed heavily on Grai, but the mare pressed on, her hooves pounding against the trail. She sniffed the air and high stepped through the thin layer of snow that blanketed the forest. Grai buried his head in his coat. Moonlight peeked through passing clouds overhead and crept over the woods as they traveled up to the highlands until finally shadows overwhelmed the forest. Were it not for the fragrance of burning cedar and the welcome sight of smoke coming from the chimneys of the Barrington’s estate, misery would have consumed him. But once at the stables, Grai slid off the wet saddle and handed the reins to Mr. Fernsworth, the stable hand.

“Been hoping you’d be back soon, sir,” Mr. Fernsworth remarked. “I worried about falling trees in those woods. Not a safe time to travel.”

“I worried, as well!” Grai mumbled through frozen lips. “I expect the weather to intensify before any relief is in sight.”

Numb toes inside his boots made his gait clumsy as he followed Fernsworth into the barn. The smell of fresh manure and straw burned his lungs, a vivid contrast from the icy fragrance of the forest outside. He took a lantern off the wall, filled it with coal oil, and handed it to Fernsworth.

“We might not be getting more oil before winter’s over if those ships don’t come into port soon. Use it sparingly.”

“Always do, sir,” the black man said and gave Grai a smile. “Lights out at dark, is my motto. Best time to sleep.”

“That it is. Will you be all right, tonight?”

“God willing,” he nodded in the direction of the woods that surrounded his house. Fernsworth lived in an apartment beside the stables, so he didn't have to go far after boarding the horse. Though pines towered over his house near the barn, the hills of the Barrington estate protected the servant’s quarters from any powerful gusts. Grai’s property was north of the stables and sheltered by the same rise.

“I’ll be just fine, sir. It’s way up the hill to Mr. Barrington’s house for you, though.”

Grai laughed and patted the man on the shoulder. “I made it this far. A few frozen toes won’t stop me from getting to a warm fire and a comfortable bed.”

“I’m sure the Missus is wearing a hole in the rug watching for you.”

Grai glanced up at the attic window at Barrington’s manor in the distance. A candle flickered dimly behind the curtain, assuring Grai that Adele did indeed wait up for him.

“Don’t know why you two don’t room downstairs,” Fernsworth muttered after studying Grai. “There’s room a-plenty in that house.”

“More privacy.” Grai winked. “Besides, I have a clear view of my property from that window.”

“Keepin’ an eye out!” Fernsworth tapped the side of his head and nodded, his grin as bright as the evening snow.

“I mustn’t keep her any longer. You stay warm tonight, Mr. Fernsworth.”

“Don’t you worry.”

With the wool collar of his frock propped up around his neck, Grai trekked up the hill to the manor. The path seemed to stretch on forever, tonight. Anticipating being with Adele inside the house propelled him forward, though every limb in his body seemed frozen. When he did finally make it, he let out a sigh with a cloud of steam. He stomped his boots before entering the storm porch by the kitchen.

The house was dark, but still warm from the evening’s fire. Wind howled through the gables, and the windows shook from the gusts. He set the can of coal oil at his feet and unbuttoned his coat.

“Grai, is that you?” Adele called and hurried down the stairs. “I’m so glad you’re home. I worried about you.” She greeted him with a kiss and helped him remove his coat.

“It’s a cold storm out there,” he shuddered. She hung his coat on the rack and faced him, placing her warm hands on his frozen face.

“You’re an iceberg.”

“I feel like one.”

Adele fetched a lantern from the table and removed the burner as Grai filled it.

“It’s so late. I was worried about you. It’s a long ride into town. Fernsworth would have done it.”

“Why Fernsworth? I’m younger than he is. I made it back fine. Cold, but I didn’t snap and break from the frost. How was your meeting?”

He carefully removed his boots, trying to minimize any sound that might disturb Adele’s Uncle Nicholas or Aunt Eloise.  

“It went well. One of the ladies who usually facilitates the meeting wasn’t there, so Auntie spoke. We broke up early because of the weather. Come, let’s go upstairs.” 

The stairs creaked underfoot as they approached the musty smell of the attic and when Adele opened the door to their room; the candle flickered from the draft. Grai shook the ice out of his hair.

“Both Auntie and I are eager about the prospects this organization promises. Many women in Port Summerhill were there. Others left word that they would be coming next week when a speaker from Tahoma will give a presentation. Oh Grai, I’m so eager to meet her. They say she’s a dynamic woman and a driving force behind the movement, as is Ramona who invited her.”

“Ramona?”

“Ramona Hoyt.”

“Ah yes, the wife of your uncle’s rival.”

“Not really a rival. The Hoyt Hotel is hardly in competition with Barrington Castle.  It’s just that Uncle Nicholas is angry that Mr. Hoyt buys up all the bricks before they’re even shipped here. The castle’s renovation is long in coming, you know, and he doesn’t seem to have the influence on shipmasters that Hoyt has.”

Grai freed his ascot and dropped it on the dresser. “And Mr. Hoyt’s inn is now the shining palace of Port Summerhill.”

“It’s become quite the center of attention. But let’s admit, it is in the middle of town.”

“And you know Mrs. Hoyt?”

“Only cordially.” Adele smiled timidly and sat on the bed. “There’s still a stigma, you know.”

Tired and irritated, Grai let out a grunt and carelessly flung his waistcoat onto the cedar chest. He felt an ardent desire to protect her from the unfair shaming the town subjected her to. Adele's parents were the reason the populace of Port Summerhill had never fully accepted her. Her parents were two people who never should have had the privilege of raising her. They murdered a man in cold blood, were hanged in public, and left the scars of their deeds for their innocent daughter to bear. 

“If there is something I can do—” he said. When he sat on the bed, she patted his hand.

“Don’t worry, Grai. I’m not concerned about that. Mrs. Hoyt is Auntie’s age. They get along just fine, and I wouldn’t expect to become close friends with her. Suffrage is the focus at our meetings, not me, or my past, or any of us really. We simply aspire to be heard, to be treated as equals.”

“You are more than an equal to me.” Grai whispered and kissed her hands. “I will always listen to you, Adele.”

“And I, you. But let’s not talk about today. Let’s lay in our bed and keep each other warm while we listen to the wind howl.”
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Chapter 2 The News
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A knock on the door woke Adele. She wondered if she were still dreaming for morning had not yet cast full light into their bedroom, and no one ever knocked on their door before dawn.  When Grai had renovated the attic and taken out a wall, he laid down a fine Indian rug that Eloise had in storage to carpet their floor. He moved a couch and two vanities up the stairs then put up a room divider, creating a cozy and private living space which the rest of the family considered their temporary home. Aunt Eloise and Uncle Nicholas were respectful and never encroached on their territory. The only time Mei Ling would come up the stairs and knock was when someone needed their help.

That rarely happened, though. Adele waited on her bed and listened. The gentle rapping continued.

When she swung the covers off herself, Grai moaned and turned over, so she paused before getting out of bed. She mustn’t wake him needlessly. His trip to town the night before in the snowstorm must have been grueling. He should sleep as long as possible. She grabbed her robe and went to the door, cracked it open, and gave Mei Ling a puzzled look.

“Mister Nicholas is asking Mister Grai for help.”

“Help?”

“Outside. He said for Mister Grai to bring an axe.”

“Oh, there must be a tree down,” Adele said and glanced at the bed behind her where Grai slumbered. “One moment.”

Mei Ling nodded and turned to leave, but stopped in her tracks before Adele could close the door. She said nothing, gave Adele a frown, and then left.

Odd, but Adele thought little of it. She went back into the room, nudged Grai gently, and kissed him on the cheek. “Uncle wants your help outside. He said to bring an axe.”

Grai blinked several times and looked at her. “An axe?”

“I’m assuming there’s a fallen tree in the road.”

“What time is it?”

“The sun is just now rising.” Adele walked to the window and pulled back the curtains. Patterns of frost decorated the paned windows and icicles hung from the gables above them. Mist hovered over the snowy landscape, shielding the gardens from sunlight that fought to break through. The sight of broken limbs from neighboring firs strewn across the yard indicated the intensity of last night's storm.

“I believe the wind has died down, but it looks extremely cold out there. Better wear your cape.”

Grai rose from the bed, donned his woolen vest over his undershirt and slipped on his trousers. Within minutes, he dressed himself, grabbed his cloak and cape, and leaned over for a kiss. “See you at breakfast.”

Moments after he left, Mei Ling knocked on the door again.  

“I don’t mean to bother you,” the servant said timidly. “I just have no one else. We’re friends, no?”

Ever since Mei Ling gave Adele cooking lessons, the two had become close friends. Mei Ling possessed a simple outlook on life that Adele admired and secretly wished she had. The woman came from China, and like the steady stream of Chinese immigrating to the port cities on the west coast, the woman’s work ethics were laudable. It’s not that Adele also hadn’t been in a somewhat subservient position with her aunt and uncle when she first arrived in Port Summerhill. Marrying Grai had shifted her duties as a woman to him. But to be as content a servant as Mei Ling fascinated her and she wished she had the same calm demeanor while serving others. She and her aunt had enlisted in the battle for women’s rights, but Mei Ling remained submissive and content. Still, Adele had never seen such a strong woman in all her life.

“You know we will always be friends. Please come in,” Adele said as she opened the door and ushered Mei Ling into her room. “What’s the matter? You look so worried.”

“I dream. Every night now,” Mei Ling took a hankie from her apron pocket and wiped her eyes with shaking hands. “Just like the storm outside, something rages inside of me. I have dark dreams. It is not a good sign. It is yǎnguǐ.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry.” Adele embraced the woman and held her for a moment. Although she did not know what yǎnguǐ was, the eerie tone in Mei Ling's voice made it sound evil.

“It is why I think the ship my cousin was on sank in the storm. Or that they threw him overboard.”

“Who?”

“Oh, I can’t say who. The sailors, maybe. I think he is dead.”

“Why would anyone throw him overboard?”

“They do that. If the ship is carrying illegal people to this country and the border patrol ships find them. Sailors will throw them overboard so as not to get in trouble.  It has happened to our people before. Sometimes they swim ashore. Not always.”

“But your cousin isn’t illegal, is he?”

“He looks like the others. To Americans we are all the same.”

“I’m sorry, Mei Ling.” Adele hugged her again. “I don’t think that.”

‘I know. But you and your family are different. Even so, my cousin may be a nightmare ghost now. He was a fraud in life. Now he comes back to haunt me. Pure darkness. If I stay here, he might haunt you, too.”

“I’m not sure what to say,” Adele whispered as the woman fanned her face.  Worried that Mei Ling might refer to Grai’s experience with his spirit Adele bit her lip. The Asian woman spoke of ghosts often, but this time she was adamant.

“I’m sure your cousin wasn’t that bad. Evil is a strong word to describe someone.”

“He was evil.” Mei Ling held her hand over her mouth as if to keep from saying more, and Adele didn’t want to pry.

“Was there a shipwreck?” Adele asked.

“Must be for it to come into my sleep. You should go with your husband.”

“Where? Outside?”

Mei Ling nodded. “Deputy Rowen is with them. He has something you should hear. I’ll go now.” She turned to the door. “Must cook.”

Odd that Deputy Rowen would come all this way in the snow. Her uncle, being such a prominent figure in the port town, had been friends with Marshal Carry and often discussed business matters with him. Few people in Port Summerhill, if anyone, knew Rowen. With Carry out of town on business, the new deputy from Tahoma filled the marshal’s place, but he would have little to do unless something catastrophic happened. His job would be to keep peace on the streets and perhaps put a few men in cells overnight if they were drunk. 

So what business could he possibly have with her uncle? Did it have something to do with Mei Ling’s cousin or the ship that supposedly sank?

She dressed quickly, slid on her boots, grabbed her coat and scarf, and scurried down the stairs. Though a fire roared in the hearth, no one stirred except for Mei Ling in the kitchen. Adele hurried out the front door and followed the path of footprints in the snow to where her uncle, aunt, and Grai stood over a fallen tree, conversing with Deputy Rowen. His horse stomped impatiently behind him.

Before Adele could get close enough to overhear their conversation, Grai approached her, and without a word, gently took her arm and guided her back to the house.

“What’s happened?” she asked and pulled her arm away from his. “Mei Ling said I should join you and hear what the deputy had to say.”

“I’ll tell you when we get inside.”

Grai refused to look at her. She glanced back at her uncle still conversing with the officer. She debated whether to break free from Grai and interrupt them. She hated being treated like a child by her husband. Ultimately, though, she continued with Grai, her heart pounding with unease. Ice covered the steps to the front porch, and Grai steadied her arm to prevent her from slipping. Despite his rough mannerism, his touch was surprisingly gentle, and his face displayed a genuine compassion.

“What is it?” she asked, breathless.

“There’s been an accident.” He stomped the snow off his boots and opened the door for her. “And I wanted to talk to you before everyone else does.”

After hanging her coat on the rack next to his, she followed him to the couch in front of the fireplace. He immediately sat down and sighed; his eyes glazed on the embers. So, she sat next to him. He took her hand and squeezed it.

“What accident? Where?”

“At your uncle’s hotel.” He swallowed and looked her in the eyes. “They found the body of Ramona Hoyt on the ground in the snow behind the hotel.”

Adele gasped, and a thousand thoughts raced through her mind as she visualized the attractive middle-aged woman she had known who just the other day led their suffrage meeting. 

“Dead?”

Grai nodded and took her hand.

“What? How?”

“No one knows how she died, exactly.”

Adele shook her head, confused. “How could they not know? Are there any wounds?”

“Deputy Rowen and his men are investigating, and they are asking your aunt and uncle some questions. It’s better to give them privacy.”

“Whatever was Ramona doing at our hotel?”

Grai shook his head, and his face turned red. He opened his mouth to speak and then clammed. “I don’t know,” he whispered.

“Are you not telling me something?” she asked. He seemed distant, as if he had a secret. Worse, when he rose and strolled to the window he kept his back to her, ignoring her question. She meant to inquire further, but Uncle Nicholas and Aunt Eloise barged through the door before she could say anything else. The scent of frost infused the room as Deputy Rowen followed them inside. A stony silence sent chills up Adele’s spine as he glanced around at everyone present, his face unshaven and contorted in a grimace, as though holding them all responsible for the victim's demise.

“Is breakfast ready?’ her uncle inquired, peeking into the kitchen. “I invited Deputy Rowen in for a bite to eat before we ride into town.”

“Soon. It’s coming,” Mei Ling
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