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PART ONE















Chapter One



On the island of Moon Tithe, there was a girl who became a ghost story and a boy who became a monster.

The girl and the boy had lived at Tempest, an old stone house built precariously close to the raging sea. It was rumored the master of Tempest had gone mad and isolated himself. Some claimed to have seen the secretive housekeeper walking back from town with supplies enough for guests. Fewer admitted in hushed tones to seeing the ghostly figures of the girl and the boy, darting hand in hand across the moors as they had in life. To see them was a bad omen and a curse.

Moon Tithe had been cursed for centuries before the girl and the boy existed. The fishing village was once known for clear gray-green waters, plentiful fishing, and calm weather. Those gifts had been attributed to the favor of the Deep Dwellers, the benevolent old gods of the sea.

In return for those gifts, villagers had worshiped the Deep Dwellers and left heaps of treasures at altars for the gods to hoard in their grand palaces under the waves. A chosen few villagers had brought their fairest daughters, wreathed in flowers, for the gods to spirit away to their world to be merry brides. As long as the residents had performed these rites, Moon Tithe was blessed.

Over time, settlers had arrived at the small island, new gods were worshiped, and the Deep Dweller altars were abandoned, crumbling away eventually. The fishers and sailors charted the tides and currents and believed they no longer needed the old gods’ blessings to brave the ocean. A curse fell upon the traitorous village for their heresy.

Storms thundered. Tides rose and sank houses. Swimmers were lost to undertows and whirlpools, and fishermen struggled to find a single healthy fish in their nets. As the years went on, only the older generations knew the truth of the curse while the new ignored the warnings. They believed the sea had merely always been rough and unforgiving. The lack of fish was due to pollution from industrialized islands; the stone altars were but a reminder of the silly superstitions of the villagers’ ancestors. The Deep Dwellers were nearly forgotten, and their existence turned into folklore.

There were still some who kept the old rites in hopes of breaking the curse. At Tempest, the girl had known of the Deep Dwellers. Her mother had loved to tell her the stories of the marvelous old gods from the deep, told to her by her own mother. Though she had known every story by heart, she had not known for certain if magic was real. However, she had been determined to find out.





The Girl



Pearl Earton did not believe in ghosts. She only believed in what she could see and feel, and she had never seen a spirit before. What happened that night had almost convinced her otherwise.

A door creaked open and slammed shut in the hall outside her room. She woke and sat up in bed, gasping. The full moon cast a silken pool on the floor from the open window. A warm summer breeze knocked the unlatched casement window against the outer wall.

For a few moments, there was only silence. Perhaps the wind had awoken her. Then came the sound of a stiff cotton nightgown rustling, the slow, unsteady padding of bare feet, and the creaking of the wood floor beneath them.

“Alma?” she called.

If the housemaid was outside, she would answer. As skittish as a barn cat, Alma was five years older than Pearl, who was ten, and she was still frightened of the dark. Alma believed, as most of Moon Tithe did, that Tempest was haunted.

The villagers say plenty of things that aren’t true. They say Mama is a mad sea witch, and Papa— Pearl shook her head, closing her eyes tightly. No. I won’t think of it.

The steps grew louder. Pearl’s room was last in the hall before the staircase. She held her breath as the footfalls slowed and a shadow blocked the moonlight under the door.

“Hello?” she said softly, gripping her covers. The quilt Mama had sewn for her was soft and comforting in her grasp. Taking in a breath, Pearl tossed the quilt aside, held her head up, and walked slowly to the door.

The breeze swung the window frame against the wall again, carrying scents of jasmine that floated up the ivy with the tangy salt from the sea. It was not cold, but the girl shivered as she grabbed the doorknob.

After opening the door a sliver, Pearl pressed her eye to the crack to see the profile of a ghostly figure in the hallway outside. The woman staggered barefoot past her room, her crisp white nightgown and pale skin glowing in the hazy moonlight. Her dark, waist-length, unbound hair lifted in the breeze, revealing a wide, unseeing eye and her trembling, open mouth.

The figure was no ghost.

“Mama?” Pearl could only whisper at first, her mouth dry, then she called out, “Mama!”

The woman did not even turn her head to look at her. She kept walking down the hall with slow, shuffling steps. Pearl froze.

Suddenly a door opened farther up the hall, followed by the sound of Papa’s faltering steps and the thud of his cane. When Papa bellowed something, the hatch to the garret opened above and the farmhand, Jasper, thundered down the ladder.

“Papa!” Pearl called as the hunched, willowy silhouette of her father limped past her door in a hurry. “Papa, what’s the matter? What’s going on?”

He did not look at her as he snapped over his shoulder, “Alma, keep Pearl in her room. Jasper, with me. Bring the key with you and quickly!”

A shaken Alma scrambled inside. With a trembling hand, the other holding a candle, the maid locked the door behind her. Her face was bloodless in the flickering light as she led Pearl back to the bed. “Come now, miss. We’re to stay here.”

“But Mama—”

“Mr. Earton says we mustn’t ask questions. Hush now.”

As the maid coaxed her back into bed and curled up beside her, Pearl could not sleep. She could not blink away the image of her mother burned into her mind. The image of a ghost.

The next morning, the girl expected her questions to be answered, but the whole household kept silent as they went about their duties. Papa was a man of science and engineering, renowned for his solutions to every problem; however, he offered her no answers but a distant, gloomy silence when she asked him what had happened the night before.

Her questions were forgotten for a moment as Mama bounded down the steps. No longer a specter in a white nightgown, she wore a dark navy dress that brought out the color in her cheeks and the liveliness of her deep blue eyes. Her hair was down, as always, and she wore no corset as she maintained that a girl should build good posture with her own strength.

When Mama waltzed over and planted a kiss on the top of her head, Pearl wondered if the ghostly figure was something she had dreamed.

“Mama,” Pearl said, smiling as she saw no trace of a ghost in her mother’s face. “You are really all right now, aren’t you? You’re all right!”

“Of course I am all right, darling. Why do you ask?” Mama chuckled. “What do you say we go for a stroll this morning, the two of us? The sea is always lovely after a full moon. It’s strong and bold like us.”

Papa looked up from his breakfast, his brow creased. “Judith, my darling…” He trailed off, his hand twitching toward her on the table.

“I will only tell her stories, my love.” Mama took Pearl’s hand, leading her from the table with a smile. “Only fairy tales.”

Ever since Pearl had been a small child, her mama had taken her to the cove below Tempest Lighthouse every morning. They would walk on the pebbled shore, collect shells, and tell each other fanciful stories that made Papa scoff. Like Pearl, Papa only believed in what he could see. But she still searched for the magic her mother believed in and wished for it to be real.

They walked hand in hand to the cove, stopping along the way to study the Deep Dweller statues—strong and handsome fishmen wielding tridents—guarding Tempest’s entryway and then to admire the lighthouse, which had been a wedding present from Papa.

The lighthouse was a sentinel on the cliff that overlooked the roaring sea. It was a rectangular tower, twenty meters high, made of the same gray stone as Tempest. The six-wick light was rotated by clockwork, sheltered by an oxidized copper roof, and surrounded by an iron widow’s walk.

Mama always said with a wistful sigh as she gazed at the structure, “I dreamed up the design and the interior, and your papa invented the clockwork to make it a living, breathing thing. It is the one shared dream between us, besides you, containing both our hearts.”

After they climbed down to the cove, they sat on the shore and watched the waves crash against the rocks.

“I want to show you something, Pearl,” Mama said, and she took a handful of wet sand and spread it across Pearl’s palm. “They’re fit for a princess’s crown in a Deep Dweller palace, aren’t they?” Mama pointed out the tiny shells making up the sand. “All these grains of sand are beyond counting, yet there are still more stars in the sky. How can your papa say the magic of the old gods does not exist when there are stars beyond measure and depths of the sea undiscovered?”

Pearl marveled at the little beings in her hand, and she did want to see the magic around her. The same magic that Mama claimed she saw each day in the churning water, in the wind, and in the flat expanse of the moorlands where the purple heather bloomed against a gray-blue sky.

Looking out at the foggy sea, Pearl vowed with a solemn nod, “I will believe in magic once I prove it exists. Once I see it.”

“How can you not see it, Pearl? It’s all around us.”

“But I don’t see it. Neither does Papa.”

Mama threw her head back in a laugh. “No, your papa swears the only magic I cast was to bewitch him utterly and snare him as my husband. At least he claims so when the villagers ask improper questions or accuse me of being a witch.”

Thinking of last night, Pearl leaned against Mama’s chest, feeling the thudding of her heartbeat and the warmth of her body. She smelled of sea salt, lavender soap, and jasmine from her garden.

Mama produced a small, plain wooden box from the pocket of her dress. When she opened the iron latch, she revealed a collection of shells inside. Pearl traced her fingers over the smooth objects—treasures, Mama always called them.

“Mama, what happened last night?” Pearl asked, snuggling closer and twisting a damp, wavy lock of her mother’s hair around her finger. “I called you, but you didn’t answer.”

“Do not worry about last night, darling.”

A wave crashed on the shore, and Mama leaped to her feet and pulled Pearl up with her, laughing as the icy waves soaked their skirts and lapped at their ankles, seaweed ropes twisting around their legs like grasping fingers. Pearl shrieked and giggled.

“You see? The magic is reaching for us,” Mama whispered in her ear, her voice hollow like the echo of wind. “The old gods hear us and answer back.”



















Chapter Two



The Boy



Tide’s rising. Got to be quick. 

A scrawny boy crouched on the jagged rocks of the hidden island, bent over the sea, his hand buried in sand under the water. He was small for his age of eleven, made of skin and bones, and he hunkered like he wanted to shrink. Waves crashed around him, lapping the raw, sunburnt skin of his bare back with sharp, salty tongues. He did not flinch. 

Soon, the island would be underwater except for the cave at the highest point, which he climbed to sleep at night. The sky grew dark, and while the boy waited, he scanned the perpetual mist for the light to cut through it. He hadn’t seen the strange light for months now.

Forget the light. Focus. If I wait a moment longer….

The ocean sang a song the boy could hear if he tried, if he listened. It told him what to feel for and when to strike. The vibration he was waiting for thrummed in the water, and he closed his fingers in the sand like a steel trap and pulled out an overflowing fistful of cockles. The sight made his empty stomach clench. He could almost taste the chewy, soft flesh—

He would know if I ate one. He knows everything. 

A keening moan etched with whispers floated across the island, jolting him. The boy leaped to his feet, grabbed his dark cloak around his shoulders, and ran across the black-sand beach. The Old One hungered, and if the boy did not finally deliver what he wanted… 

Don’t think about it. Just run. 

The Old One did not need nourishment to survive; at his weakest, he could sink to the bottom of the sea like a statue and live on nothing but darkness. What he hungered for to sustain him was something the boy couldn’t provide by fishing barehanded in the sea. The Old One would make him suffer for it. 

The boy reached the Old One’s hoard, a pile of bones and fetid rot. Dead things washed up on the island often—old wood, carcasses of whales, and cadavers from shipwrecks. The tides pulled them to the shore, bleached white. The Old One was becoming like those things. He was lying half-buried in sand, stiff as driftwood. 

One slender hand emerged from the black sand, tipped with long, curved black nails as sharp and jagged as shark’s teeth and dotted with barnacles. The hand beckoned for the boy to come closer, while the parched mouth, cracked and split, opened expectantly. The many dark eyes, some buried in sand, stared glassy through clear membranes. 

“Is it enough?” The boy asked as he knelt as far from the Old One as he could get away with. His gaze focused on the sand flies twitching on the ground, he extended his hand over the gaping mouth. The shells cracked between the Old One’s pointed teeth.

As the Old One crushed the shells, his moans took on a fierce edge of anger like a growl. This offering had not satisfied him. 

When there was but one shell left, before the boy could drop it, the Old One’s clawed hand closed like a vice around his wrist. The boy froze, barely breathing. 

“The Little Fish is hungry.”  The Old One’s silvery voice rang out; his breath smelled of dead sea. “I will allow you to take what remains of this useless offering to sustain your weak human body.” 

Before the Old One could rescind his gracious offer, the boy cracked the last shell, pulled the meat inside free, and swallowed it whole, seawater and sand grit and all. Shame heated his face as his stomach gurgled for more. 

He was reminded of his abominable humanity constantly. His wavy, dark hair grew matted on his head if he didn’t cut chunks off with a shard of flint; his fingernails were anxiously chewed down; and his stomach ached from hunger and thirst.  

The Old One’s claws scraped the boy’s chin this time as they tilted his face up, drawing a thin line of blood. “Such a fragile creature, an unnatural, abominable thing. I fathered you, yet you retain more of your worthless mortal mother. Whether you possess any of my power remains to be seen; I think I kept you breathing because I was curious. Now I see it was a mistake.” 

The Old One tapped a claw against his cheek. The boy shuddered but was too frightened to pull away. 

“The new moon rises with the tides tonight,” the Old One continued. “I will offer you a chance to survive. The same chance all sickly animals have when hunted. You will try to swim to the Moon Tithe shore. If you find an offering there, I may spare you when you return.” 

Fear closed around the boy’s throat like it was the Old One’s hand. He wrapped his cloak tighter around his shoulders, shivering. As he spoke, air whistled through the gap between his front teeth. “How will I walk on the land? You said it hurts like coral under our feet. And the humans—” 

“Humans are weak. They are waifs, forgotten in the night, no longer sheltered by the old gods. You ought to fear me more, though I am merciful. Now remove yourself from my sight. Make yourself useful to me or die.” 

Turning from him, stumbling, the boy’s heart thundered in his throat. The cold waves reached higher on the shore to the boy’s ankles as he stood. The Old One would shortly be submerged beneath the waves until the next low tide. 

Lumps, some bulky and some thin and long, formed in the black sand as the Corrupted ones wakened and rose from beneath. Inky black carcasses of seals, eels, and sharks burst from their shallow graves, summoned by the Old One’s power. They were as cursed as Moon Tithe, and they would do the Old One’s bidding and turn back into corpses. 

The mist around the island was thick as the boy scrambled to the water. What loomed beyond the island was unknown. He had never been past the breaker waves. All the boy knew of Moon Tithe was that the Old One loathed it and that there used to be a light on the mainland like a strange star. The boy had watched in the darkness when trying to sleep, kept awake by hunger and tears he stubbornly swallowed. 

Holding his sealskin cloak around him for security, the boy took faltering steps toward the dark, churning sea. He looked over his shoulder as he waded out to his waist. 

Call me back. Say you don’t mean it. Just don’t make me leave. 

But the Old One did not call him back. Before the boy slunk under the waves and slipped into his cloak, transforming, he gave the island one last look and left everything he knew behind.

The boy swam slowly at first, his kicks and strokes hesitant and weak. But when the Corrupted Ones followed him like shadows as he bobbed under the waves toward the vast, open sea, he swam faster and harder. He was past the breaker waves, and everything beyond was new.

Something in him wanted to survive. Something in him was clinging to life, to the next mouthful, and to the next sunrise. Something in him had to know if there was anything beyond the island and the suffering there. And he wanted to know where the light had gone. 









The Girl



It had been six months since had Mama vanished on an evening stroll to the cove. Five months and two weeks since Papa insisted on burying a bodiless coffin in the churchyard. A fortnight since Papa left on his business trip to London with a formal, remote farewell when Pearl refused to mourn without proof of her mother’s death.

After he left, Pearl burst into fresh tears as she watched his black stallion ride down the gravel drive. She held the black satin mourning frock Papa had wanted her to wear, still dressed in her sky-blue playclothes. Alma came to sit beside her at the windowsill, holding her close and whispering comforts.

Rubbing her eyes, Pearl choked out, “I can stand Papa hating me, but I cannot bear him hating Mama. He has already decided she’s dead, and he won’t run the lighthouse to guide her home.”

“Mr. Earton does not hate you, child,” Alma said. But she could offer no explanation for Papa’s distance since Mama had vanished or for the strange incident the night before she supposedly fell into the sea.

Eventually the girl’s tears dried. While Papa was away, he could not stop her from leaving the house or going to the cove. She was not about to forget and abandon Mama’s memory like he did.

Before Pearl slipped out of the house at dusk, she first crept into her mother’s abandoned room. It had been dusty and hollow like a beached spiral shell for months now, not even opened for Alma to clean. She retrieved Mama’s small wooden box from the vanity, tucked it under her arm, and left.

Striding out of the house, indifferent to the battering wind, Pearl walked through the misty darkness; her feet knew the path so well she could find it blindfolded. The cove used to be as much home to her as Tempest.

Pearl nimbly descended the cliffs to the beach. The small crescent-moon cove was composed of jagged dark rock with a small cave large enough to crawl inside. The rocks reached out like a hand toward the sea.

“Are you going to show me your magic tonight?” she demanded, frowning at the sea.

The gray, frothing ocean rolled back, revealing new treasures. White shell fragments littered the beach. Pearl knelt on the ground and dug into the sand, stuffing handfuls into her apron pockets until she was panting with effort. Collecting used to bring her pleasure; now she needed them for proof.

Alma would cluck like a ruffled hen if she saw her, if she knew half the feats Pearl performed during her romps on the cove and the moors. Though she never went in the cursed sea, the girl climbed the cliffs and scoured the waves, searching for proof of the magic her mother believed in. It never revealed itself to her. Tonight would be different.

She unlaced her boots swiftly and tossed them aside, her sights set on a glimmering abalone shell on the gutweed-covered rocks farther out. She had done this many times before, even after Mama vanished.

The green vegetation was slippery under her toes, and Pearl lost her footing; she fell forward on the rocks, catching herself on her hand. Hissing, she pushed herself up, examining her bleeding palm.

A wave crashed beside her. She clung to the rocks with blanching fingers, bracing herself for the sea to pull her out, but the wave did not reach her. With a shaky hand, she snatched the shell and headed quickly back to shore.

Letting out a breath of relief once she was safe, Pearl sat down on the sand with the box. She opened the iron latch and placed the abalone shell inside with the gleaming contents; they would have to be enough for an offering to the Deep Dwellers.

Mama had always pointed out the farthest rock below the cliff that looked like a grasping hand, saying it used to be part of an altar to the old gods; it could only be seen by walking precariously close to the cliff by the lighthouse and peering over the ledge. To reach it, Pearl had to scale the cliff from the cove and climb around to it from there.

The girl tore off one of her stockings and tied it around her injured hand, then she shoved her boots back on and tucked the box in the wide pocket of her apron.

After taking a deep breath, standing in front of the cliff face, Pearl found a foothold, climbed a few feet up, and edged sideways around the face of the cove and toward the cliffs on the other side. None of her steps faltered as she made her way around the cliff and down to the rocky perch below.

The once altar was made of five jutting rocks like crumbling fingers that pointed to the sea, the longest one twice the height of Pearl. Waves crashed beyond, water slithering in foamy rivulets across the rocks. In the dim light, the shadows shifted, making the fingers appear to twitch to ensnare her.

Her pulse racing, she knelt in the middle of the rock hand and produced the wooden box from her apron pocket. Spreading the shells across the stone, Pearl shouted over the din of the sea, “I bring this offering to the Deep Dwellers. Now show me your magic!”

There was a frantic splash in the water. Pearl squinted at the waves in the darkness. There was a figure watching her, peering over a rock finger; it ducked down again with a gasp.

“Hello?” She stood. “Is someone there? Show yourself!”

There was no answer but what sounded like a sharp intake of breath. It could have been the whisper of the wind. Perhaps the Deep Dwellers had heard her call and accepted her offering.

She clenched her fists, feeling the sharp sting of the cut on her palm, and stepped toward the edge of the farthest rock, her heart pounding like a piston in one of Papa’s clockwork machines.

A wild face appeared from below the rock, half in water and cloaked in shadow, twisting the features into that of a monstrous gargoyle. With a wobbly yell, a boy leaped from hiding and slammed against her.

Pearl fell backward, catching herself with her elbow and preventing her head from hitting the stone. Bony knees dug into her waist, and slender fingers gripped her shoulders as the light, small figure straddled her.

“Get off me!” She struck out with her fist and connected with the face looming over her, knocking his head back. When he tumbled off her, she kicked the figure in the chest, sending him sprawling on his back.

She was on her feet before the boy could recover, her fists raised. When she stood over him, the mist unveiled the moon, shedding light on the attacker. She expected to see a Deep Dweller, an imposing humanoid creature with fins and scales from legend.

There was a young boy trembling on the ground, his dark eyes wide in his gaunt skull, visible under a tangled mass of black hair. He was small, shorter than her, and he only wore a dark fur cloak around his tan shoulders and tattered trousers. Blood dribbled from his nose.

The boy crawled backward from her. He wiped his nose on the back of his hand, sniffling. Upon seeing the blood, he narrowed his gaze and let out a low growl.

“You aren’t a Deep Dweller.” Pearl scoffed, lowering her arms. “You’re just a boy.”

“And you’re just a waif,” the boy spat out.

“If anyone is a waif, you are. You’re like a ghost; I can see through your skin in the moonlight.”

Ignoring her, he tensed and glanced over his shoulder, alert. “Corrupted Ones!”

Pearl shouted as the boy grabbed her arm and yanked her down. He covered her mouth with his hand, which tasted of salt from sweat and sea.

Something thrashed in the water, and the boy’s breath caught. He pressed himself lower to the ground. A seal-like creature, masked in shadow, lifted its head from the water and blew out rancid, steaming air from its nose. Pearl stopped struggling.

After a moment, the creature dove into the water, and the boy relaxed, releasing Pearl. When he sat up, he snatched one of the shells from the stone to examine it.

“That’s my offering!” She reached for it.

“Offering?” He looked at the shell in his hand and let out a low whisper that broke off with a sob. “It’s wrong.” The shell shattered on the ground when the boy hurled it. “All of it’s wrong. If I go back empty-handed—”

“Stop that!” Pearl scooped up the shells, placing them back in her box. “Well, what is there to throw a tantrum over? I did not strike you that hard, did I?”

The boy jolted like he’d forgotten she was there. He stared at her, unblinking, as if he’d never seen anything like her before, then staggered to the cliff.

“What were you doing here, boy?” Pearl demanded as he found a foothold and began to climb. “I came here to make an offering to the Deep Dwellers, and you’ve ruined it.”

“Offering’s wrong.”

“What do you mean by that?” After a final look at the shattered remains, she followed, a lump in her throat.

“Supposed to be gold and silver. Treasures.” The boy headed toward the cove where the girl had come from. He wasn’t wearing shoes; the bottoms of his feet were callused and dirty.

“Those shells were treasures to my mama.” Pearl climbed after him. “And what do you know about it? I know all the stories of the Deep Dwellers.”

The boy yelped out a mirthless laugh.

“It isn’t funny!” Heat rushed to her face. “That offering was important. It was my only chance to find the magic.”

“Don’t care.” The boy grew silent, focused on each step, his fingers white and shaking.

“The stories are true, you know,” Pearl said with a huff, glaring at the boy’s cloaked back. “The Deep Dwellers and their magic do still exist. All I have to do is prove it.”

The wild, fierce eyes were alert. They were the eyes of someone much older and wearier than a boy his age. “I’ve seen the last of the Deep Dwellers. If you had, you wouldn’t even try.”

“What do you mean, the last of them?”

While Pearl leaped down to the shore of the cove below from a foot or so up, the boy took his time descending. When he reached the ground, his legs collapsed and he fell on his back with his eyes shut, groaning.

Pearl licked her dry lips, then asked, her voice softening somewhat, “Are you hurt badly? It was your own fault for running at me, but I did not mean to injure you.”

“Doesn’t hurt.”

“What is your name?” she asked after a pause. “Do you live in the village?”

She had never seen him before. Not even the poorest families in Moon Tithe dressed their children so raggedly nor fed them so little nor let them roam free. He looked like he didn’t belong anywhere.

“My… my name?”

“It’s a polite thing to ask when people meet.” Pearl smiled to herself, flexing her hand she’d bruised on the boy’s face. “Well, it isn’t as if we met politely.”

He cracked one eye open. “Hake.”

“What?”

“My name. Hake.”

A laugh bubbled out of her before she thought to stop it. Covering her mouth, Pearl held back a remark about feeling sorry for him for having a fish’s name, wondering what his parents were like. “My name is Pearl Earton of Tempest,” she finally said brightly.

“Tempest?”

“The manor on the cliff with the lighthouse.” She pointed to the cliff above.

The boy propped himself up on his elbows. “Lighthouse?”

“Are you going to keep repeating words?” she asked, giggling. “There’s a lighthouse up there. Tempest Lighthouse. It’s fully run by clockwork my papa invented. It used to warn ships away from the rocks.”

“Light’s gone now, isn’t it?” The boy frowned where she had pointed. “I used to look at it every night. Then it left.”

Pearl’s throat constricted, but she said in a measured voice, “The light didn’t go anywhere. The lighthouse is still where it always was. Papa hasn’t run the machine. He’s locked it up.” She added, “If you’d seen the light from your home like you said, then you must live nearby.”

The boy bit his lip until it looked like it would bleed, and he cut his eyes to the sea and mist. “I don’t live anywhere.”

“You’re a vagabond?” Her spirits lifted as if with the wind. “You have no one to tell you what to do or be cross at you? Not a soul to please or to disappoint, either way. That must be terribly delightful!”

Hake shrugged.

Crouching in front of him, vibrating with excitement, she asked in a quick burst, “How come you know so much about the Deep Dwellers? Have you seen their magic? If I brought gold and silver next time, do you think—?”

“No.” He slammed his fists on the sand. “Don’t bring any offering. Forget about everything.”

Pearl opened her mouth to argue that he did not know what he was talking about but froze. The fear in the boy’s voice left her cold like she’d swallowed seawater.

A loud growling and gurgling jolted them, sounding like the eerie creature was back. But the sound had come from Hake’s stomach, and he looked down at his concave chest with disdain.

“Your insides sound like they’re plotting to eat you alive!” She clasped her hands behind her back shyly, tilting her head at him. “You should come stay at Tempest. I could sneak you some food. It could be fun.”

“No.” He pulled his knees to his chest and hugged them, shrinking. “No. I can’t go there, and I can’t go back now because of you.”

“Pearl!” A frantic, distant voice called over the wind, coming from the cliffs above.

Alma must have noticed I was gone. I’ve got to get back. When Pearl turned to tell the strange boy goodbye, he spooked like a frightened horse at the voice, and she glimpsed the tail of his cloak flapping as he crawled into the tiny cave on the beach and vanished.

Almost like she’d only imagined him.















Chapter Three



The Girl



Tempest was a manor by the sea, forged with strong stone by strong hands, built with deep-set windows and sturdy stone fences beside the horse stables. The house was given its name for all the storms it had withstood for hundreds of years on the cliff side. It was built by the Earton ancestors, who were once fishermen and daring sailors. Now the property served as a crop and livestock farm large enough to sustain the family while Papa invented and tinkered.

The last of the Eartons stayed away from the sea now, but the reminders of their past were everywhere.

As Pearl raced up the wet shell-gravel drive, soaking her skirts with mud, she ran her hands over the stone walls, as familiar with every chip in every stone as she was with her own heart. There were whole abalone shells and crushed white ones cemented into the stone from the cove. Her name was carved there too—on the house, the stables, the lighthouse. Anyone who came across the ruins of Tempest would know she existed.

The stone Deep Dwellers loomed over the front door, guarding the house, a reminder of the days when the village’s ancestors had worshiped the old gods. Pearl halted, studying their fish tails and their cold, secretive eyes.

“Pearl!” Alma poked her head out the door to the kitchen, spotting her. “Oh, there you are. Come inside quick, will you? I’ve got to make you presentable.” Alma stepped out of the kitchen, wiping her floury hands on her apron, her blond hair dusted with it.

Since Mama had disappeared, Alma acted like she was much older and wore the world-weary sternness of a grown woman on her plain but dainty face. “Oh, if Mr. Earton sees you like this—”

“Papa’s coming home?” Pearl beamed instantly, though she soon sobered and glanced at the ground, contrite. “Do you think he’ll still be cross with me?”

“Not if we get you cleaned up and in your mourning clothes.” Alma grimaced. “You’re filthy and soaking— Is that blood? Let me see your hand.”

Pearl ducked out of her reach, darting inside under her outstretched arm. She snatched several mini mince pies from the wooden servants’ table; she shoved one into her apron to give to the boy later and shoved the other into her mouth, suddenly starved.

After she shut the door against the howling wind, Alma turned toward her and grabbed her wrist, holding up her injured palm to examine it. “You were at the cove again, weren’t you?”

“What if I was?” Pearl tugged against her. “You promised not to tattle, Alma. We swore on it like sisters. Remember?”

“I would never swear on anything. It’s not decent.”

Pearl rolled her eyes.

“If you must disobey Mr. Earton,” Alma continued, “you ought to at least not go alone. You ought to go play at the pier with the village children. I could walk you there sometime. And you know better than to go out after evening.”

Pearl swallowed the last bit of gluey spiced fruit and fatty crust, wiping her mouth on her sleeve. “All the village children do is sit around and play with dolls or toy soldiers. And they cry and run to their mothers when they fall over or get pinched too hard. They think me a wretch anyway!”

Admittedly, Pearl had done some of the pinching. Her pinching was very fierce. Seemingly at the memory of a past pinching, Alma absently rubbed her arm under her sleeve.

“That is what children your age do, Pearl. They play and cry.” Alma folded her arms and mentioned, undertone, “Besides, the children were warranted to call you a wretch after you chased them with a pitchfork—in a churchyard, of all places!”

Pearl hid a smirk at the memory of chasing several children across the church field one Sunday, laughing madly and threatening to skewer them. They had asked her if the rumors that her mama had been a sea witch and that Papa locked her away at night because she was mad were true. “It’s all true,” she had taunted. “And I’m raving mad too!”

“I would rather die than play with them!” Pearl announced.

“Oh, don’t be so ridiculous.”

“Besides, I haven’t need of anyone’s company.”

“Not even my company?” Alma asked, leaning down to look her in the eye.

Pearl sighed, softening. “Well, perhaps you are not awful to be around. But I’m not just any village girl who needs supervising, Alma.” She tilted her chin up proudly. “Mama taught me about the tides, the currents, and the dangers. I stay away from the water.”

Alma shook her head at Pearl’s sand-caked and blood-soaked hand as the girl sucked buttery crumbs off the fingers of her other hand. “It’s no wonder the whole village steers clear of you, running wild like you do. They must think you’re more goblin than girl.”

“If I’m a goblin,” Pearl said, baring her teeth, “then you’re the little bird that shall be my snack.” With that, she licked the back of Alma’s hand.

The older girl let go of her with a disgusted groan and scrubbed her hand on her apron. “You are a wild little creature sometimes,” she cried.

“You think I’m wild?” Pearl leaped backward, toward the door to the drive, giggling. “I’ll show you how wild I am if you can catch me!”

The girl opened the door and tore through it across the short gravel path to the main entrance. She whipped her head around to see if Alma was chasing her, only to collide with a body like a wave. Spindly fingers caught her shoulder firmly, and Pearl looked up to see her papa holding her with one hand and a lantern in the other.

Papa was a reedy man with thin, pointed features. His fingers gripping her were knobby and stained with ink and oil from working on his devices and patents. Always stooping, he had a crooked back. Draped in a long, mourning-black coat, he would look like an omen of death come to Tempest if not for the reserved smile on his face.

“Papa!” Pearl threw her arms around him, pressing her face to his rain-soaked cloak. “You’ve been gone for ages and ages.”

“It has only been two weeks. But my poor lungs have missed this country air. The smog in the city has no doubt turned them black as pitch—Dr. Kenneth will be furious.” Papa chuckled in his reserved way. “Now, let me look at you.”

Pearl stepped back and quickly folded her hands behind her back, hiding the cut on her palm.

As he studied her, Papa’s smile faded. “You’re not my Pearl. My Pearl shines like her namesake, not like this filthy little slip of a thing I see. You’re soaked, and… and goodness, you’re shaking like a leaf in the wind.”

Alma burst out of the kitchen door, laughing, and tramped across the gravel toward them. She slowed when she saw Papa and straightened her posture.

“Why have you let Pearl out of doors this late?” he demanded sternly. “She is soaking wet and chilled to the bone. Has she been to the sea, after I’ve strictly forbidden it?”

 Alma wrung her hands and cut her eyes away. “Mr. Earton, I-I did not know she was out. I meant that I—”

Slackening, Papa said, “Very well then. I suppose we’ll speak no more of it until after supper. But I expect the child to be clean and dressed properly. I want her looking like my little angel again when you’re through.”

“Yes, Mr. Earton.” Alma curtsied and bowed her head meekly.

The second his back was to them, the maid turned to Pearl furiously, hissing, “Your bad behavior reflects on me as well. I am trying to keep this house together, and…” She trailed off, no doubt seeing the girl’s downcast expression.

“I don’t understand,” Pearl said, shuffling her feet. “He’s only been home a moment and he’s already angry with me.”

With a sigh, Alma bent over and placed a hand on her shoulder. “I suppose I-I could have stood up for you.”

“Is Papa that frightening to you?”

“I am not frightened.” Alma blushed. “Now come along. I’ve got to turn an imp into an angel somehow.”



Pearl washed herself in a basin in the kitchen and sat still while Alma took a comb to her wind-tangled hair. She did not fuss while Alma bandaged her cut hand or when she was clothed in a clean, stiffly ironed black dress. The maid sighed when Pearl, after tying a red ribbon around her wrist before they entered the dining room, whispered, “It isn’t full mourning if I wear this, and Papa will not see it under my sleeve.”

As they supped, Alma, who ate in the kitchen with the other servants, occasionally nudged Pearl to sit up straighter when she came to refill their glasses.

“You’re welcome to sup with us, Alma,” Pearl had told her on a few occasions.

Alma had cupped her cheek and said, “I know you would have me, but I would not unless Mr. Earton invited me. He has not.”

Pearl sat quietly and listened to Papa while he told her of his journey to an English city on the mainland. He had been trying to sell the design of the device that was going to make him a living in Moon Tithe: a self-running, coal-powered fishing boat that needed no man to steer or cast a net.

Pearl remembered Mama saying that Papa was the son of a fisherman, and after watching him work himself to the bone day after day for such a meager, sickly catch of fish, Papa had vowed to find a solution. In addition to his fishing boat patent, Papa had also devised a machine for processing, purifying, and canning the fish in a factory.

“I have a new benefactor, Mr. Lotham, who would like to oversee the first canning factory in town, once it is built,” Papa said, dabbing his mouth with a napkin. “Lotham, his wife, and their two children will be relocating to Moon Tithe in a few months’ time, in Green Valley. It’s different on the mainland, more civilized. They have gaslit lanterns, and there is even talk of electric lighting.”

At that, Alma could not stifle her gasp. Papa chuckled lightly. “You see, Pearl,” he said, nodding to the maid, “this exact reaction is why Moon Tithe has lived in literal and figurative darkness for so long. Most people here spook at the mention of technology and progress.” Papa went on, sawing at a cut of pork on his plate, “Lotham seems convinced we can bring Moon Tithe out of the Dark Ages, though I have tried to warn him that our island and the fishing here is… unusual.”

“It’s the curse!” Pearl blurted.

Behind her, Alma grabbed the back of Pearl’s chair, nudging it slightly in warning.

Papa slowly lowered his fork and knife, his fingers quaking with a tremor. Lit by the flickering candlelight, he looked severe. “Pearl, I have told you not to speak of that nonsense. There is no curse on Moon Tithe. Curses do not exist.”

“But Mama always believed—” Pearl began.

“I will hear nothing more about it.” Papa’s voice was firm, and the candle flame in front of him flickered at the force of his command. “In my home, there will be no talk of old gods or any of that drivel.”

“How can you say that, Papa?” she asked, her voice shrill. “It’s what Mama believed in, and I’ll believe in it too once I—”

There was a sharp clang as Papa’s utensils clattered to the table. A knot formed in Pearl’s stomach, and she glanced down at her hands twisting together in her lap.

“I am all right.” Papa waved Alma away dismissively, his other hand pressed to his forehead. “I am very tired from my journey, and I think I shall retire soon. Pearl will go to bed at once.”

She gaped. “Papa, we haven’t said prayers.”

“Can you not listen to one thing I say, Pearl?” he demanded, his voice still low and reserved. “Must you always disobey? First you lie to me about going to the cove and now this.”

Rising from her seat, Pearl scurried over to his chair. “Papa, please don’t be angry with me,” she begged, tugging on his arm.

Papa pried her hand away and said, voice rumbling, “If you do not start letting go of your delusions, I shall have to send you away from here. Away from Tempest.”

The words struck her like he’d taken a ruler to her palm. A cold feeling washed over her, and she shivered. “Papa? Leave Tempest?” she croaked. “You wouldn’t make me leave.”

“It isn’t safe here, Pearl. If you go to that… that godforsaken shore again, I will have to.” He sagged in his chair, covering his face. “It would be for the best if you were off this… wretched island. Maybe educated, high society can mold you into a proper girl—one who will be safe.”

Pearl was sent upstairs to bed. She glanced at the door to Mama’s room. Mama had always allowed her inside, where she’d sit at the vanity and play with her jewelry and decide which ones she wanted to wear for her imagined future wedding day.

Once she was wrapped in blankets, her mama’s box of treasures safely tucked under her bed, she stared at the ceiling in the dark and listened to the wind howling outside and the rain pattering against Tempest. The creaking of the floorboards outside reminded her of the ghostly woman.

What happened that night? And why won’t Papa tell me anything about it? There’s so much he’s hiding from me, and now he wishes to send me away.

As she fell asleep, she thought of that feral boy again. The boy who had spoken so strangely. The boy who had known of the Deep Dwellers and their offerings. The boy who had been searching for the lighthouse beam in the night.

She hoped he was faring better than she was, wherever he was.











Chapter Four


The Boy


The cave where the boy huddled for the night was wet and pitch-black. The darkness was a familiar but terrifying demon compared to the unfamiliar world of the land-walkers looming above him. Better to hunker in a hated cave than face the unknown.

When the first howl of wind reached his ears, echoing off the cavern walls, the boy’s heart lurched to his throat. Thinking the Old One was calling him, he pitched forward on his hands and knees and scrambled out of the cave.

He stood outside on the shore, waiting and listening. The call came again.

Not the Old One. Only the wind.

Hake threw himself on the sand in a heap and buried his face in his arms. He imagined the Old One alone on the island with no one to hear his calls. Thinking of the Old One decaying slowly like the dead things around him in his hoard of corrupted treasures, turning as still and silent as stone, brought bitter tears to his eyes.

Will he feel that ache I feel when I am alone? If I went back, maybe he’d spare me. Show mercy. Will he wonder what became of the Little Fish?

Thinking of the Corrupted Ones the Old One had sent after him, Hake closed his eyes and clenched his fist in the sand, gritting his teeth. The Old One doesn’t know loneliness or loss or pain.

The Old One would loathe to see the
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