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      The ferry horn moaned once before the fog swallowed the sound whole.

      I adjusted the strap of my camera bag and lifted my Rolleiflex to my eye. The wind tugged at the hem of my burnt orange dress, a belted fit-and-flare number that cinched neatly at the waist before sweeping to rest just below the knee. Over it, I wore a camel-colored coat with dramatic bell sleeves and a wide collar, its fabric thick enough to hold its shape against the chill. The combination made me look as though I’d stepped from another decade—elegant, self-assured, and slightly out of place in the modern gray of the ferry.

      At my feet, black flats glimmered faintly with mist. I’d pinned my dark hair back in soft waves, a practical style that kept it from whipping across my face.

      Beside me, Mason Moon looked perfectly at ease in dark blue jeans and a light button-down shirt beneath a casual jacket. His weekender bag hung crossbody against his shoulder, the strap worn smooth from use. In his other hand, he carried my vintage avocado-green suitcase—a 1940s relic with scuffed corners and brass clasps polished by years of travel.

      He’d refused to let me carry it. “You’ve got enough to juggle,” he’d said earlier. “Besides, it suits me. Adds character.”

      “It clashes with your shirt,” I’d replied.

      “Good,” Mason had said with a grin. “So people will know it’s not mine.”

      Now, as the fog rolled in, he leaned casually against the railing, his hair dampened to gold. His free hand rested lightly at the small of my back—a touch so natural I barely registered it, except for the warmth that it provided against the chill.

      “Don’t tell me you’re out of film already,” he teased.

      “Hardly,” I said, winding the film advance with practiced precision. “But if I am, you can swim back and fetch me more.”

      He smiled, eyes crinkling at the corners. “You realize it’s the same picture over and over, right? Fog. Water. Fog again.”

      “Not to me.” I adjusted my focus, my reflection ghosting faintly in the lens. “Fog hides things. It makes you wonder what’s underneath.”

      “Hopefully, not a sea monster,” he said.

      I smiled but didn’t lower my camera. The ferry rocked gently, cutting through waves that looked more like breath than water. Somewhere below deck, a loose chain clanged with each swell. I liked the sound. It reminded me that even in the unknown, there was rhythm.

      A fisherman leaned near the bow, a wool cap pulled low. “Fog’s thicker than usual,” he muttered when my camera clicked again. “You can’t tell where the sea ends and the sky starts. That’s when the Bay gets ideas.”

      “Ideas?” Mason asked.

      “Aye,” came the reply from the wheelhouse. Captain Dale Prender leaned out, pipe clamped between his teeth, eyes narrowed toward the murky horizon. “Foxglove Bay likes to keep what drifts too close. Don’t wander the cliffs after dark—folk go missing that way.”

      I smiled faintly. “And they blame the fog?”

      Dale chuckled, though the sound had no humor. “It’s always the fog.” He tapped his pipe against the railing, scattering ash into the wind. “Storm’s coming in tonight, too. Big one. You’ll want to stay indoors once it hits. Bay gets mean when the weather turns.”

      Mason glanced at his phone, frowning at the screen. “No service out here.”

      “Won’t get any at the inn either,” Dale said. “Storm takes out the cell tower every time. Landline usually holds, though.” He squinted toward the horizon. “You picked a hell of a weekend for a romantic getaway.”

      Mason’s hand tightened slightly against my back. “We’ll manage.”

      The ferry shuddered as if in agreement, its metal hull complaining softly.

      The crossing lasted longer than expected. The fog grew heavier, pressing against the ferry windows in slow drifts. Dale moved like a man half-listening to ghosts, one hand on the wheel, the other tapping ash into a tin cup.

      I studied him for a moment. There were stories etched into the lines of his face—the kind of man who’d seen too much ocean to be impressed by it anymore.

      Mason noticed me watching. “What’s his deal?”

      “Probably superstition,” I said. “Sailors collect them like shells.”

      “Still,” Mason said, adjusting his collar, “I can’t say I like being part of one.”

      I lifted my camera again. The moisture in the air worried me slightly—film could be temperamental in damp conditions, and the Rolleiflex’s mechanical precision didn’t always account for coastal weather. I’d have to be careful with exposure times. “Then smile. If we vanish, at least I’ll have proof we existed.”

      I snapped the picture just as a gust of wind caught my coat. Butterscotch, waiting patiently at my feet, gave a soft huff of protest, nose twitching at the salt.

      The captain emerged once more. “We’re near the dock. Watch your footing when you disembark. The boards get slick.” He hesitated, then added, “She’s a moody one, the Bay. Remembers things best left forgotten.”

      His words hung there, half warning, half confession.

      The dock rose suddenly from the fog like something summoned: wet planks, rusted moorings, gulls hunched on posts. The ferry’s motor slowed to a steady churn.

      A boy in a yellow slicker waited by the pier, holding a lantern too large for his hands. When the ferry nudged the dock, he stepped forward.

      “You headed to the inn?” he called out, voice muffled by mist.

      “Yes,” I replied.

      “Best hurry,” he said, glancing toward the cliffs. “Storm’ll be here by nightfall. Light goes strange out that way when the pressure drops.”

      “Strange how?” Mason asked, but the boy only shrugged.

      “Depends who you ask.” He turned, his lantern bobbing until it disappeared into the fog.

      I watched him vanish. “Friendly place,” I said.

      Mason smiled, taking my hand as we stepped onto the dock. “At least they give warnings.”

      The air smelled of salt, iron, and seaweed—the perfume of forgotten harbors. As we climbed the narrow path toward the road, my shoes crunched on gravel slick with rain. These flats might not have been my best choice.

      Then I saw it—the Foxglove Inn.

      Its steep gables, ivy crawling up the walls in dark green veins. Gas lamps burned faintly along the veranda, halos of light fighting a losing battle against the gray. Light glowed in several windows—the inn wasn’t empty.

      Mason shifted the suitcase in his hand. “Not exactly beachfront.”

      “No,” I murmured, my voice soft with awe. “Better.”

      The inn looked like something I might have photographed in another life—haunting, elegant, built for secrets.

      A woman stood by the open gate, a shawl drawn tightly around her shoulders. She waited without fidgeting, poised like part of the landscape.

      “Welcome to the Foxglove Inn,” she said as we approached.

      “Birdie,” I said, shaking her hand. “And this is Mason Moon.”

      “Laura Swan. I own the property.” Her gaze flicked to Mason with polite appraisal. “We’re honored you both made the trip. I hope the crossing wasn’t too unpleasant.”

      Her voice was smooth, practiced, but her fingers were cold. Behind her, the lantern light painted her profile in gold and shadow. She was beautiful in the brittle way of people who had weathered too much loss and refused to break.

      “It was atmospheric,” I said.

      “That’s kind.” Laura’s smile was thin. “We have three other guests at the moment. A full house for the off-season, which is unusual. The storm will keep us all cozy, I suppose.”

      The garden around us was overgrown with foxgloves, their purple bells heavy with dew. Laura noticed my glance.

      “Pretty things,” she said, “but poisonous. Best admired from a distance.”

      I smiled faintly. “Good advice.”

      Laura didn’t return it.

      Inside, warmth waited—but not comfort.

      The foyer was paneled in dark wood polished to a mirror sheen. A chandelier swayed slightly, casting rings of light on the walls. Voices drifted from somewhere deeper in the house—a man’s low murmur, a woman’s sharp laugh cut short.

      I caught a glimpse of the portrait above the mantel—a man with deep brown eyes, painted so precisely that they seemed to follow me as I moved.

      Laura’s gaze flicked up toward it, too. “My late husband,” she said. “Morty Swan. He built this place after… said a house this high would keep us above the storms.”

      Her lips curved, though the expression never reached her eyes. “He was wrong.”

      A door opened down the hall, and a woman emerged—fiftyish, with silver-streaked hair pulled into a tight bun and a cardigan buttoned to her throat. She carried a book pressed against her chest like armor.

      “Mrs. Gibson,” Laura said smoothly. “These are our new arrivals. Birdie Lopez and Mason Moon.”

      The woman’s eyes lingered on my camera. “A photographer.” Her tone suggested this was either deeply fascinating or deeply suspicious. “I hope you’re not one of those people who takes pictures of strangers without asking.”

      “Only landscapes,” I said evenly. “And the occasional dog.”

      Mrs. Gibson’s expression didn’t soften. “Well. I’m sure we’ll all get along splendidly.” She moved past us toward the stairs, her footsteps deliberate and slow.

      Laura watched her go, then turned back with a practiced smile. “Don’t mind Phyllis. She’s a regular guest—comes every autumn. Prefers solitude.”

      “And the others?” Mason asked.

      “A gentleman from the city—Mr. Fontaine. He’s taken the room on the north side. Keeps to himself, mostly. And then there’s Miss Moss.” Laura’s voice took on a careful neutrality. “An artist. She arrived two days ago and has been sketching the cliffs.”

      Somewhere upstairs, a door slammed. Laura didn’t flinch.

      “Supper’s at seven. We like to keep things simple when the weather’s poor.” She straightened her shawl. “Do take care if you walk the grounds before then. The cliffs are treacherous when the fog sets in. We’ve lost enough already.”

      She nodded before leaving us. Her footsteps faded up the stairs, leaving silence behind.

      Mason leaned close, his breath warm against my ear. “So. Cozy weekend, you said.”

      I smiled despite myself. “I said seaside. You assumed cozy.”

      “My mistake.” His fingers brushed mine briefly—a small gesture of solidarity. “Should I be worried about Mrs. Gibson stealing your camera in the night?”

      “Only if she’s also planning to murder us in our sleep.”

      “Separate rooms, remember?”

      “Then I suppose you’ll die first.”

      He grinned. “Comforting.”

      Upstairs, I unpacked while Mason hung his coat by the window. The room was quaint—floral wallpaper faded by time, lace curtains, and an iron bed polished to a dull shine.

      “Separate rooms,” Mason said, glancing toward the hall with exaggerated disappointment. “How very proper of us.”

      “I like my independence,” I said, checking my camera bag. I carefully inspected the film advance mechanism, making sure no moisture had seeped into the body.

      I looked up, meeting his eyes. “I’m glad you came with me.”

      “Wouldn’t miss it.” He crossed the room and kissed me. “Even if we do get murdered by Mrs. Gibson.”

      “I’ll protect you.”

      “With what? Your camera?”

      “If necessary.”

      Butterscotch sniffed every corner before settling at my feet with a soft huff.

      I drifted to the window. Outside, the fog was a living thing—rolling, breathing, swallowing the cliffs. The beam from the lighthouse swept across the horizon in slow, hypnotic arcs. The wind had picked up, rattling the shutters, and the sky had taken on that peculiar yellow-gray cast that promised violence.

      For a moment, I thought I saw someone standing near the garden gate—a tall figure in a dark coat, perfectly still
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