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Chapter 1


Juniper Mulkey woke before the gulls. 
For a few seconds, she lay still in bed, listening to the quiet hush of early morning drifting through the open window. The air was thick with the scent of seaweed and rain-soaked wood, salt sharpening every breath.
Salt air slid into her small upstairs room, cool and briny, carrying the distant rhythm of waves rolling against the long sandbars outside Saltmere, Oregon. Somewhere farther down the coast, a buoy bell clanged slowly in the fog, its sound muffled and forlorn, as if warning the world to stay away.
Juniper smiled into the pillow.
It was going to be a good day.
She rolled onto her back and reached for her phone on the nightstand. The screen glowed in the dim light, and she tapped open the tide chart she’d been checking obsessively for the past week.
There it was again.
Negative low tide. Late morning.
Juniper sat up quickly, her chocolate brown hair tumbling into her face. “Yes,” she whispered to herself, pumping her fist in the air with glee.
Negative tides were rare treasures along the Oregon coast. When the ocean pulled back farther than usual, it exposed places that stayed hidden: tide pools, rock shelves, and sometimes entire stretches of beach that vanished under water if it were any other day.
But for someone who loved sea glass the way Juniper did, a negative tide meant something even better.
It meant opportunity.
She slipped out of bed and padded across the creaky floorboards to the window. The sky outside had already begun to glow pale gold above the water. The marine layer was thin this morning, just a light veil of mist drifting over the ocean. Beyond it, sunlight scattered across the waves like spilled coins.
Perfect kayaking weather.
Juniper pulled her hair into a loose braid and dressed in her most comfortable swimsuit set with a supportive top for bending down and moving, a linen button-up shirt, and thin cotton shorts that dried easily. She went downstairs to start coffee, a necessity for the day.
Her little house perched near the ragged edge of Saltmere Bay, a weathered cedar cottage with paint peeling in long strips like sunburnt skin and porch railings gnawed rough by years of salt wind. The roof creaked in the breeze, and the windows wore a permanent film of sea spray. It had once belonged to her grandfather, who’d been a fisherman before his knees gave out.
Now it belonged to her, and it always smelled of salt, driftwood, and old rope, with a faint undertone of something wild and green that crept in from the overgrown marshes each morning.
The coffee pot sputtered to life while Juniper pulled open the drawer beside the sink. Inside was a cloth bag filled with sea glass she’d collected over the years.
She tipped it out onto the table. The pieces were scattered like tiny jewels across the polished hardwood surface. A constellation of soft greens, cloudy whites, and frosted brown.
A few rare colors too: cobalt blue, pale lavender, even one deep ruby shard that she’d found three summers ago after a storm ripped apart an old offshore dump site.
Juniper ran her fingers through the collection, smiling.
Most people walked on the beach looking for shells or driftwood.
Juniper hunted glass.
She loved the romantic history of her finds and the stories that went along with them. How each piece had been old bottles tossed from ships, broken jars from long-gone seaside towns, medicine flasks, soda bottles, perfume vials. Time and tide sanded the sharp edges away until they became smooth, luminous fragments.
Little pieces of the past.
She scooped the glass back into the bag and tied it shut.
Today, she hoped to find something even better on Graywake Island.
Just thinking the name made her grin.
The island sat a mile offshore from Saltmere, rising abruptly from the sullen gray of the sea. A jagged outcrop of black basalt cliffs, their faces slick with spray and streaked with dark lichen. Tangles of wind-bent pines clung stubbornly to the highest ridges, their roots exposed and grasping at the stone.
Below, shadowed coves yawned like open mouths, half-hidden by shifting veils of mist that seemed to linger even on the brightest days. The air around the island tasted colder, brinier, edged with the scent of wet moss and distant bonfires.
Most people never bothered to go there. The currents circling its shores were unpredictable, swirling in deep, bone-chilling water littered with kelp and secrets. The few narrow beaches were little more than strips of sand and driftwood, pocked with tide pools and sharp stones, unwelcoming as if the island itself preferred to be left alone.
But Juniper had paddled there before, and she knew something most people didn’t.
The north side of Graywake Island held a shallow inlet filled with broken rock and gravel; exactly the kind of place sea glass liked to hide. Especially during a negative tide.
Juniper poured coffee into a travel mug and began gathering her gear: a dry bag, water bottle, towel, hat, granola bars, a bag for any trash she encountered, and a small mesh pouch for her collected treasures.
She grabbed her neoprene booties from the hook by the door, along with her faded red life jacket. Her kayak paddle leaned against the wall where she’d left it yesterday after rinsing off the salt.
Outside, the morning had brightened into a brilliant summer day.
Sunlight flashed across the ocean, and the tide had already begun pulling away from shore. The long beach below her cedar cottage along Saltmere Bay stretched wide and shining, wet sand reflecting the sky.
Juniper hauled her kayak down the short dirt path from her house to the beach. The plastic hull scraped lightly across driftwood logs and patches of kelp that had washed up on the shore. Several fishing boats moved slowly across the horizon, already taking advantage of the smooth seas.
Old stories tugged at her mind as she headed out towards the ocean.
Saltmere was full of stories. Sailors’ tales passed down for generations, whispered in dockside bars and mended between knots of fishing nets.
Juniper’s grandfather had told plenty of them when she was little. Stories about storms that came from nowhere, ghost lights flickering over the water, and things that lived far below the surface.
She slid the kayak to the waterline and paused for a moment, remembering her grandfather’s favorite tale.
“The ocean’s older than we are,” her grandfather used to say. “Older than our boats, older than our towns. And there are things in it that don’t like visitors.”
Juniper used to laugh whenever he said that.
“What things?” she’d ask.
He’d lower his voice then, leaning back in his creaky chair. “Kraken.”
Juniper smiled now as she pushed the kayak into the surf.
Kraken and other mysteries of the deep featured heavily in the stories fishermen told. Great tentacled monsters sleeping in trenches miles deep. Creatures big enough to drag ships beneath the waves. Hungry things that sometimes followed fishing boats too far offshore.
Some of the old-timers swore they’d seen shapes moving beneath the water. Others claimed they’d lost nets to something that pulled harder than any whale.
Juniper had grown up hearing those tales, but she’d never believed them.
Fishermen and sailors had always exaggerated their stories. Storms became sea serpents. Squid became monsters. And shadows became krakens.
Now, they just served as local color, tales to entice tourists, and a way to bring a smile to Juniper’s face as she thought of her grandfather and his worn, hoarse voice telling her tales of the deep.
Juniper tightened the straps on her life vest and shoved the kayak fully into the water with a broad grin on her face. The kayak rocked gently before settling into the steady rhythm of the sea. Juniper dipped her paddle into the water and began moving out past the breaking waves. The ocean was calm today, long, slow swells lifting the kayak like a cradle.
Behind her, Saltmere grew smaller.
The beach curved away into pale sand and dark forest cliffs. Tiny houses dotted the shoreline like scattered shells. The harbor pier stretched into the water where gulls perched on the pilings.
And ahead of her waited Graywake Island.






  
  two
Chapter 2


The paddle strokes became meditative after a while. 
Dip. Pull. Lift.
Dip. Pull. Lift.
Juniper breathed in the ocean air, savoring it. This was her favorite part of a day out on the ocean, the quiet space between land and destination. No cars, no voices, no phones ringing. Just the sound of water and wind.
A harbor seal popped its head up nearby, whiskers twitching curiously.
“Morning,” Juniper called, waiting for the seal to return her greeting in kind, but the seal just blinked at her, then disappeared with a splash.
The water around the kayak was so clear she could see drifting forests of kelp beneath the surface. Sunlight filtered down in wavering green shafts. Something large moved deeper below, probably a salmon or maybe another seal, but it vanished before she could make it out.
Juniper kept paddling.
Graywake Island slowly grew larger in front of her, lit by the golden glow of the sun.
Up close, it looked more rugged than it did from shore. The cliffs rose steeply from the water, dark volcanic rock streaked white with bird droppings. Thousands of seabirds wheeled overhead, their cries echoing against the stone.
But she wasn’t heading for the cliffs.
She angled toward the narrow northern inlet she knew so well.
As she approached, the tide revealed exactly what she’d hoped for. The ocean had pulled far away from the rocks, exposing a wide stretch of sand beach dotted with patches of gravel. Normally, the









