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In loving memory of my grandmother, Josephine Parzych.

All and always for you.






THE STARLINE HOTEL

The marsh air is thick with the scent of damp earth and rotting flesh. A low hum rises from the Everglades as tangles of roots stretch over everything, claiming it. The Starline Hotel, once lavish and striking, is barely visible through the thick curtain of twisted vines, bricks crumbling beneath a blanket of moss and creeping ivy. Windows that framed breathtaking ocean views are now vacant eyes, clouded by dust and obscured by the relentless overgrowth.

The marsh breathes. It breathes in the heavy silence, where only the occasional stroke of an alligator tail through the water or the flutter of a bird’s wings in the trees breaks the stillness.

Suddenly, the wind shifts, stirring the leaves and underbrush like whispers from the past. The plants curl tighter, reaching hungrily, as if eager to take back what once belonged to them.

As a scattering of leaves floats through the air, something is unearthed in the tangled mess of overgrowth—a human hand. Partially hidden beneath the gnarled roots of a fallen tree, fingers splayed as though trying to grasp something just beyond reach. The skin is pale and bloated, the fingertips blackened by time. Another gust from the impending storm rushes through the marsh, swirling the thick air. The wildlife retracts, threatened by the hurricane. As brush falls to the ground, the hand is no longer visible. A storm begins, continuing nature’s relentless and beautiful brutality.





CHAPTER ONE

—NOA

The storm is almost here. I feel it in the air, heavy as it coats my skin in that sticky kind of dampness. The sky has already started to darken, even though it’s barely past noon—which means we’re running out of time. As I look along the beach, the ocean churns, the waves rising in jagged bursts, thrashing against the shore in warning.

It’s true that living in Cape Hope—living in the Florida Everglades—isn’t like being anywhere else. Sure, it’s beautiful, even with the humidity settling into our bones. But it’s also a constant struggle to stay ahead of everything nature throws at us. Hurricanes, flooding, wildfires… tourists—it’s all part of the rhythm of this place.

Then again, there are also those perfect moments. Moments where everything feels suspended in time. On my days off, I’ll take a kayak out into the mangroves, letting the quiet settle around me. There the water is still, perfumed with the smell of salt and fresh mud. In those perfect moments, I can pretend that everything’s okay.

“Pretend” being the key word. Sooner or later, I’m interrupted by the distant roar of an engine from one of the tour boats or I see a helicopter heading toward the resort, and the illusion shatters. The line between us is drawn.

As the wind starts to whip around me on the sand, I glance at the Grand Augustus Resort perched high on the hill above the beach. There, the rich won’t have to lift a finger. No shutters to close, no sandbags to move. Instead, they’ll watch the storm roll in from the safety of their hurricane-proof windows, commenting on the danger and how lucky they are that they have people for this kind of thing.

That’s us. We’re the people. We’re the ones out here protecting their livelihoods as much as our own.

“Hey, Noa, grab that line!” my best friend Shawn yells, her voice faint under the rising wind. Her long blond hair lashes at her face, her inner arms dotted with bruises from carrying in loose boat equipment. She pulls me back into the chaos of the approaching storm.

“Got it,” I say, jogging onto the dock to grab the rope for one of the rowboats so she can secure it to the dock. I’m already exhausted; we all are, but this is just what we do.

I look down to the other end of the dock and see my father balancing near the edge, the wooden slats swaying with the waves. His green rain slicker blows in the wind, his hat lost somewhere in the ocean. He’s barking orders at my friend Tech, trying to get the boats secured before the winds get worse.

Tech’s not wearing his glasses, blinking quickly in the blowing wind. He tightens down the ropes, winching the line closer to the dock. He moves along the edge methodically, stopping at each boat. His muscles flex with each pull, visible rope burns across his dark skin. Although Tech’s a pro, his movements are jerky. Panicked. The water’s rougher than we expected.

I hate this. I hate feeling so small, so helpless. Every storm is different, but they all feel the same in the end. We fight like hell to protect what’s ours, and the storm doesn’t care. It’s coming no matter how many lines we tie, no matter how many boats we pull up, no matter how many hours we spend running back and forth on the dock, soaking wet, bruised, and exhausted.

“Dad! You good?” I shout over the wind. I don’t know if he hears me. He’s working on the boat closest to open water. The small yacht belongs to one of the tourists, and it’s worth more than all the other boats combined.

My father winces when he grabs a fresh section of rope. His left hand is bleeding, his fingers slick with it, and I can’t tell if it’s from the ropes or if he cut himself on something sharp.

“Dad!” I try again, but my voice is swallowed by the rising winds. My heart is pounding wildly.

I know my father is tough. He’s been through worse. But right now he looks all alone, framed by a writhing ocean and ominous clouds. I wish my brother were here. Ellis was always the one who could keep his cool, the one who knew what to do without needing anyone to tell him. My whole world would be better if he were still here. But he’s not. He’s gone. And right now his absence is a gaping hole in my chest, an open wound.

The wind howls like something alive, tugging at the boats, shaking the dock. The first real raindrops start to fall, sharp as needles, and soak through my Surf Shack sweatshirt. I pull up my hood, but a wind gust forcefully pushes it back down.

The waves slam against the dock, lifting the boats higher and higher. We don’t have enough time. We have to move faster. I dash toward my father to help him.

“Dad, please—” I start, but then I see him stumble on the shaky dock, trying to retie a line. His left hand slips on the wet rope—his palm shredded.

Blood drips onto the dock, and for a split second, everything feels like it’s frozen. Yet, despite his horrific-looking injury, my father grabs the rope again, determined.

“Dad, stop,” I shout.

But he won’t. He’s still trying to do it all by himself.

Tech and Shawn run over to help, knowing that if we don’t get everything tied down now, we’re going to lose it all. And I’m overwhelmed—devastated at the thought.

I need my brother. The sudden anger at the thought gives me a boost of adrenaline. I grab the rope from my father’s hands.

“Dad, sit down!” I order. “You’re going to make it worse.”

He shakes his head in refusal and grabs another rope. He’s always been stubborn, pushing through pain and exhaustion. Pushing through death and disappearances.

The wind howls relentlessly, the sound jarring me. The boats rock violently, their lines straining and groaning against the pressure, and every gust of wind feels like it’s trying to rip the dock from its moorings. It’s all happening so fast.

Shawn pulls a tarp over one of the boats, but the wind rips it right out of her hands and out into the ocean. She curses, throwing up her arms in defeat.

Determined, I grab the last rope and try to secure it to the dock, but the waves are rising faster than I can work. The water washes over the dock, making the wood slick. We need to hurry or we could get knocked off and pulled out to sea. But if we don’t finish, if we don’t secure everything, it’ll be gone by the morning.

“Tech!” I scream. He looks up, eyes wide, and rushes over to help me. The pressure’s so intense now, I can hardly keep my footing, but we finally manage to tie down the last line, the ropes as tight as we can get them. I sag with the momentarily relief.

The rain has turned into a full-on downpour, washing over my face. The world is just wind and rain, and I can barely breathe with the salt and dampness pressing against my chest.

My father stumbles again, this time falling to his knees on the dock. I don’t know if it’s the pain or the exhaustion, but his face is pale, his breath ragged. I rush to him and kneel beside him, worried he’s gone too far this time.

“I’m fine,” he grunts, but his voice is strained and weak.

“No you’re not, old man,” I reply, taking his arm. “We have to get inside. The storm’s just—”

A deafening crack of thunder booms around us, and for a moment, the whole world seems to hold its breath. It’s apocalyptic. The next wave crashes into the dock with a force that nearly knocks me off my feet. The boat beside us lurches, its ropes snapping, and it drifts away, free from its mooring.

“No!” I scream, but my voice is swallowed by the storm. I look around desperately, but there is nothing more we can do. “Come on,” I tell my father, yanking him forward as he watches the boat disappear into the storm-tossed sea.

“Not yet,” he mutters, almost to himself. But he’s wrong. The storm’s here. It’s here, and it’s taking everything.

The realization hits me like a punch to the gut. We can’t win. All we can do now is hold on and hope that when it’s over, there’s something left to rebuild.

“Tech, Shawn,” I shout. “We need to get inside.”

They nod, and together, we pull my father down the dock, away from the last traces of our fight. We have to make it to shelter. Luckily, our beach cabin is above the tide line, and we make a dash for it.

We move fast, slipping and sliding on the dock until our feet sink into the wet sand. I glance back, just for a second, at the empty boats that are still tied to the dock. I wonder how many of them will make it through this. If our business will survive the damage.

I’m suddenly aware of being watched. In the middle of a hurricane, I lift my gaze again toward the Augustus Resort. Its windows glint in the storm’s darkening light. The whole resort looks untouched; the electricity is even still on. Not only that, there are people gathered on the enclosed balcony of one of the resort’s restaurants. Sitting there comfortably, watching the storm. Watching us race to save their belongings.

Even from here, I know it’s the Collective, what we call the rich resort investors and their kids, the ones who truly run Cape Hope. What a joke—the Collective? They sound like a secret society of vampires, and none of them are cool enough for that. They’re opportunists. While we’re hustling just to stay afloat, they buy up whatever they want. For them, living in Cape Hope is easy.

For us? Every day is a struggle, even with my family owning our own business for the last twenty years. It’s the same for all the local families. Every time the Augustus Resort expands, they push more of us into the margins. They call it the price of progress, but it doesn’t feel like progress. It feels like they’re squeezing us out, carving up the land until there’s nothing left.

I hate the Collective. I hate that they don’t have to be out here with us in the storm, tying down boats and risking their lives alongside ours. They don’t have to work for their piece of paradise. It’s handed to them. The beach, the dock, the water—it’s all just something they buy up, package, and sell to the highest bidder.

I grip my father’s arm tighter, my eyes still locked on the Augustus Resort. “Let’s go,” I whisper, finally pulling my gaze away from the resort.

This rivalry will never end. The Collective call us Chasers—locals who have stuck around this long. They gave us that name because they think we’re always chasing what they have, as if we dream about polo shirts and boring business meetings. Not even close.

We’re Chasers, sure. We’re chasing the sun, chasing our dreams. But we’re also chasing our chance to pay them back for everything they’ve done to Cape Hope. Now, that’s a dream we’ll chase until the day we die.





CHAPTER TWO

—JAMIE

Rain pelts the hurricane-proof windows of the restaurant as I watch the storm. It’s brutal out there. The gale-force winds shaking the glass should have me a little more worried, but with all the old money lying around this resort, I have no doubt they paid big bucks for their safety features. And I’m sure my father is the one who sold it to them, charging top dollar.

I take a sip of my midday coffee, trying to stay awake after traveling from Connecticut to Florida, the last half hour on the helicopter dicey in the rising winds. Once we arrived, my parents started arguing in their bedroom suite, and my little sister blasted reality TV from her tablet while curled up on the couch. Considering my head is still throbbing from the turbulence, a quick escape to listen to the rain on the restaurant balcony sounded relaxing.

A guy near the window laughs loudly, the sound of it sharp and cutting through the near-empty restaurant. It feels inappropriate as rain pelts the glass, like a laugh heard at the end of the world. He does it again, and I’m internally cringing. I set my cup down with a clank on the saucer.

“James,” the guys calls, glancing back over his shoulder at me. He looks vaguely familiar, but it’s been a while so I’m not entirely sure if I know him. “It’s Creed,” he says, pointing at himself. “Hey, are you seeing this shit?” He motions out the window.

Although my family spends a lot of time at the Grand Augustus Resort, I’ve missed the last few years. I’ve been away at school and spending my summers in law-school-prep courses and learning IT security—the family businesses.

But man… I used to love this place. We’d come here every summer, on breaks, over long weekends. I would even sneak off on my own a few times just to spend the night here.

I made friends with the locals. I fell in love. I fucked it all up—the typical summer camp story, I guess. Only it hurt way more than that.

So now I’m kind of dreading being here at all.

“James, seriously,” the guy, Creed, says again with a laugh. “Check this out.”

I hum out a sound as I get up from my chair to move closer to the window, pulling up a seat next to him and his friend at their table. “It’s Jamie,” I correct him simply, “and yeah, looks like a hurricane.”

“Not the storm, man,” Creed says. “Those…” he laughs again, “those idiots on the dock.”

Immediately, I dart a look toward the beach and see that the dock is a mess. The waves are making the boats crash against the wood planks, debris flying everywhere. Well, that’s concerning—one of those boats is mine. More than that, I’m concerned about the actual people still there, racing around in the middle of a dangerous storm. They need to get inside.

“Oh, shit!” Creed’s friend howls with laughter when the older man on the dock wipes out, falling to his knees painfully. I wince. As the two guys next to me continue to chuckle, I look sideways at them—disappointed? Disgusted? I just… I don’t get what they think is so funny.

I turn my attention back to the workers on the dock, leaning forward in my chair to see if I recognize any of them, but the storm makes it impossible. The group is scrambling, tying down the boats while the wind blows them around like rag dolls. Their movements are frantic, sharp, desperate. And I hate that I’m sitting here as a witness instead of helping them. I feel the storm too, but instead of battling it, I’m surrounded by people who don’t care. Not about the storm. Not about the workers on the dock.

There’s nothing even remotely humorous about that.

Wind rips the blue tarp out of one of the girl’s hands, nearly hurling her into the water. I flinch in response, almost like I can catch it.

Creed laughs again, louder this time. When I sigh heavily, annoyed, he turns to me. “Oh, come on, Jamie,” he says. “Don’t look so concerned. They’re fine. They were bred for this shit. Don’t go soft for a bunch of Chasers.”

You know what, I’m pretty sure I do remember this guy, and he was always an asshole. Still… considering I promised my parents that I would stay out of trouble this summer, it wouldn’t be smart to begin the season by punching out one of the prodigal sons.

I shrug like it’s nothing. “I’m just worried about my boat,” I tell him.

To this, both guys nod emphatically, and Creed even gives me a hand slap of understanding. As he pulls back, I furrow my brow.

“What’s your problem with them, anyway?” I ask, keeping my tone even.

“What, Chasers?” he repeats. “Oh, come on. You know the story.”

I stare back at him, only vaguely aware of where the nickname comes from. Probably because I spent my summers having fun with the dock workers instead of judging them. I swallow hard, imagining they wouldn’t be all that happy to see me now.

Creed smiles and elbows the guy next to him. “Mike,” he says to his friend. “Jamie here wants to know why we don’t like Chasers. Where do we even start?”

Looks like I’m about to get a history lesson by the two dumbest guys in town. I should have stayed in the suite and listened to my parents fight.

Just then, out of the corner of my eye, I notice a girl walk into the restaurant. When I turn in her direction, her face immediately brightens. Trouble or a well-timed interruption, I’ll accept either. At least it’s a familiar face.

“Jamie Matthews?” she calls loudly enough to make the restaurant server next to the door jump. “Oh my gosh—you’re here,” she squeals.

I hold up my hand in a half-hearted wave, slightly embarrassed by the scene she’s making. The guys next to me are slack-jawed as they watch us. I’m sure they know who she is.

The gorgeous girl is Jordan Miles—the daughter of my mother’s friend who owns part of this resort. I’ve met Jordan a few times before, although we’ve generally run in different circles. But a few months ago, she and her family came for a party at my house in Connecticut. We hung out that night, skipping the boring adult shit to go night swimming. Nothing happened between us; we were just bored. But there is a kind of history there. At least our parents certainly think so.

Jordan is indeed beautiful. Her shiny black hair is clipped level with her chin, her lips full and her eyelashes fluffy. She’s tall and skinny in an elegant way. Not exactly my type, except for on paper. Although we’ve talked for hours at this point, I can honestly say that I know nothing about her personality. Kind of a red flag.

Jordan comes rushing toward me, using staggered steps in her high heels as another girl walks in behind her. They have matching designer duffel bags, so I imagine they’re here together. The redheaded girl is new, or at least, I’ve never seen her before. She’s flawless in that cold and completely unapproachable way. The girl smacks loudly on gum, looking me over and taking her time to size me up. She must approve because she parts her dark red lips to smile at me. She then blows a large pink bubble before letting it pop over her lips.

“I can’t believe this,” Jordan says to me as she arrives at the table.

“Hey, Jordan,” I say, getting up to greet her. She trots around the table to hug me tightly. I pat her back encouragingly. “How’s it going?” I add when she lets go.

“Better now!” she says, beaming. “Your mother told me you arrived in Cape Hope this morning—terrible day for it,” she adds with a laugh.

“Yes, it is a hurricane,” I reply.

“Still, I was wondering when you were going to find me and say hello.”

“Again,” I say with a soft smile, “the hurricane.”

Jordan glances over at the other guys at the table, her shine immediately dimming. “Hi,” she tells them with a flick of a wave. Her friend doesn’t even glance their way. Instead, she’s checking her lipstick in her phone camera, still chewing her gum.

Creed is more than happy to fill in the awkward silence. “Hi, Jordan,” he says. “And hello, Hailey,” he adds dramatically. “Don’t be stuck-up.”

The girl lifts one eyebrow but doesn’t turn to him. “Oh, please,” she says, mostly to herself. “You have a blond mustache.”

Jordan snorts a laugh, and when I turn to Creed, I see Hailey’s comment has burned him. I mean… he does have a pale blond mustache. It’s not a great look.

“Whatever,” Creed says. He turns back to Jordan. “What’s this?” he asks, motioning between me and her. “I didn’t know you two were friends?”

“Of course we are,” she says, like he’s stupid. “Don’t you know who his father is?”

Jordan laughs, but I’ll admit, the answer bothers me. A reminder of who I belong to and not who I am.

In an opposite reaction, Creed’s eyes flash with jealousy, but he tries to play it off. “Sure,” he says. “Still, your boy here doesn’t like us talking badly about the Chasers.”

Your boy? What the fuck? I’m not the one who brought up his mustache.

Jordan shrugs at Creed. “So?” she asks him.

“We were just going to tell him the story,” Creed adds, slapping his friend’s shoulder to get him to join in.

Jordan looks exhausted by Creed, and it makes me like her a bit more. She turns to me humorlessly. “You know the Chasers are town pariahs,” she says simply. “And it’s only getting worse. They were fine once upon a time, but now they’re a bunch of criminals. Some are even murderers. Right, Hailey?” she says, turning to her friend.

“Mm-hmm,” the redhead seconds, still studying her reflection in her phone.

“Oh, sorry, do you know Hailey Babbitt?” Jordan asks me, but continues before I answer. “Anyway, her father owns the Sunset Docks, where my family’s yacht is? Her dad has to deal with Chasers all the time. He doesn’t recommend it,” she adds with a smirk.

Now, other than the issue of competing docks vying for customers, their story seems like complete bullshit. Cape Hope is notoriously safe. Not to mention, my father literally runs the security protocols for the entire resort. And I’ve never heard of any murders.

“Yeah?” I ask them, doubtful. “Who did the Chasers kill?”

Jordan exchanges another look with Hailey, who rolls her eyes and finally lowers her phone, like now it’s time to get serious. Jordan steps closer to me, lowering her voice.

“Listen, Jamie,” she confides. “You just have to trust me on this. You don’t want to get involved with them. They are always looking for a way to take us down. And besides being utter losers, they’re also sirens. Smoking-hot sirens who will pull you underwater with them if you’re not careful.”

“Like how they almost got Matteo,” Creed adds. Jordan and Hailey flash him a cutting glare. I tilt my head, listening a little more intently.

“Don’t you dare,” Jordan tells Creed, jabbing her finger in his direction. “Matteo’s going through a lot right now. He doesn’t need you talking shit.”

“Relax,” Creed says, widening his eyes. “This has nothing to do with his family. You know I’m just talking about him and the Chaser girl.”

My heart beats a little faster. “Which girl?”

“Doesn’t matter,” Jordan interrupts. “It’s over now.” She waves off the entire conversation. “Everyone needs to drop it and just leave Matteo alone.”

Matteo Mancini, I remember. Along with Jordan’s mom, Matteo’s father owns the other half of this resort. I’ve seen him over the years because of my father, same as Jordan, but Matteo and I are not friends. We are polar opposites. So, on principle, we stay out of each other’s way.

Of course, now I’d like to hear more about his involvement with the Chasers. But I’m certainly not going to ask.

Rain continues to batter the windows, coupled with the sound of Hailey snapping her gum. Soon, the tension in the restaurant eases, and Jordan resets her expression. She turns back to me.

“Anyways,” she says, tucking a chunk of her hair behind her ear. Her every movement feels performative. To be fair, she does have the other guys wrapped around her finger; they watch her desperately. I’ll admit, it feels kind of nice to be the center of her attention, even if I’m not interested in her that way.

“You look amazing, Jamie,” she continues, placing her hand on my upper arm. Her skin is ice-cold. “Didn’t I tell you how cute he was?” Jordan asks her friend, who hums approvingly. “Perfect for Cape Hope,” she adds.

I’m not really sure how to respond to that. I just nod.

“Do you want to hang out later tonight?” Jordan asks, gently running her long nails along my arm. “Me and my parents are having dinner in the cabana—they’d love for you to join.”

“Uh, maybe,” I say. “We’ll see how the storm goes. You know, in case the cabana blows away first. Otherwise, I’m sure I’ll see you around the resort.” I don’t mean the last part to sound so dismissive, but Jordan’s expression falters anyway.

“Of course,” she says, surprised. As she pulls back her hand, her pinky nail scrapes my skin, leaving a red line. “Not many places to hide around here,” she adds with a polite smile.

That’s a bit unsettling. At the same time, I don’t think her invitation to dinner was meant to be flirtatious, either, despite all the touching. I’m pretty sure she wants something from me. I just don’t know what yet.

“It is a small resort,” I agree sarcastically, but she nods along. “I’ll let you know about dinner,” I add. “I’ll text you.”

I don’t know why I offer to text her, but it’s probably to fit in. I feel Creed and Mike watching me. Plus, I know it would make my parents happy. Either way, Jordan smiles as if accepting my response. She and her friend turn to leave, and on the way out, Hailey pulls the gum from her mouth and sticks it to a napkin on the tray the server is holding by the door. The guy frowns slightly in response.

When the girls are gone, I turn my attention back to the chaos outside. The wind is picking up faster now, and the dock looks like a battle zone. Thankfully, the workers are gone, seeking shelter, I hope.

As the storm rages with thunder loud enough to rattle the glass and winds battering the building, I can relate to the windows holding it all back. There’s a weight pressing in on me too—a building pressure. From my father, from expectations, from regret. But I can’t change the past, even if I wanted to.

This is where I belong now, and to have a future, I have to play the long game, which means occasionally suffering through people I don’t like or admire.

So when Creed offers to buy me a drink, I accept. But right now, nothing about my life feels like my own. Right now, I’m like that blue fucking tarp, flown out to sea and floating aimlessly in the wind.





CHAPTER THREE

—NOA

I wipe the sweat off my brow with the inside of my wrist, my gloves sticky with fresh tar and covered in bits of wood and roofing material. This was an obviously bad idea. Aside from the risking-my-life part, it’s incredibly hot up here—the sun relentless as it heats up the shingles and metal flashings.

Balancing precariously on the ladder below, Shawn hands me the hammer, her blond hair tucked underneath a dirty red bandana.

“I’m not trying to gaslight you,” she assures me. “But you look pretty boss right now.” Her voice rings in that easy confidence that’s a bit contagious, but I also know she’s full of shit.

“You are definitely gaslighting me,” I reply with a tight laugh. I dig my fingers into the shingles, knowing full well that if I slip off this sloped roof, it’s a long way to the grass below. And maybe I wouldn’t die, but I’d definitely break or twist something, and I’m not really in the mood to spend my afternoon at the urgent care. Especially not on a rare day off.

Paradise Beach is always closed after a hurricane. It’s sort of a rule. Not because anyone told us to, but because the ocean turns mean. Angry, even. The water is still rough, and between the possibility of chemical runoff or sharks lurking in the shallows, the shoreline is too dangerous for outdoor adventuring.

“How was the old Shack looking this morning?” Shawn asks as I pound in a few nails, securing a shingle to the roof.

“She survived,” I say. “Barely.” While the Surf Shack held up okay, our dock took the brunt of the storm with splintered planks and gaps like missing teeth. “But we lost the Destiny tour boat,” I add, handing the hammer back to Shawn. She slips it through her belt loop. “It’s probably halfway to Miami by now, not to mention The Tarpon is literally dead in the water.”

Sometime in the night, lightning struck my father’s salvage boat, frying all the electronics onboard. Considering that’s the bulk of our income, the hurricane has nearly wiped us out financially. Not that we had much to spare to begin with.

“We’ll rally,” Shawn says with a determined shake of her head. But I can tell she doesn’t believe it either.

At this point, the Surf Shack is a sinking ship that we’re all trying to save, bailing out ocean water as we go down. But what’s the alternative? It’s also my home.

Still, when Tech said his family needed help, I didn’t hesitate. The roof of his house, already battered in the last storm, finally gave out. And there’s no insurance in a flood zone. Instead, you get a group of beach kids with a death wish. Which is why I climbed up here in the first place, as if I knew what the hell I was doing.

I peek over the edge of the roof, a quick glance that makes my stomach dip before I straighten up again. Yeah, it’s higher than it looked from the yard. But I’m here because Tech asked. Because he’s Tech.

Tech Mendez is family—we grew up together. Our mothers were best friends, and it was only natural that we’d be the same. He may have that calm way about him, like nothing can shake him, but I know better. Inside, his mind is always spinning, thinking too deeply about how to fix things he didn’t break.

And I know that when Tech shows up with a plan, we’re probably about to do something unhinged. I don’t always mind that, though. Being occasionally reckless feels a lot better than the crushing weight of endless responsibility.

A cloud shifts, casting a shadow, and I glace up at the sky. Aside from that one rogue cloud… it’s perfect. The perfect shade of blue. God, it’s beautiful. Then my eyes drift down and I realize I can see the extent of the damage to our town from here: fallen sheds, broken trees, overturned fences. Costs and repairs no one can afford, not in this part of Cape Hope.

This entire neighborhood used to be marshland, now home to the locals who were pushed out of their beachfront properties. There are no Smoothie Kings or boardwalk kiosks here, just muddy roads and a bait shop in the corner of the gas station. And all of it is slowly sinking into the marsh.

“Tech,” Shawn calls down to him from the ladder. “Can you hurry it up? I have a date later.”

He laughs but doesn’t look up from the buzz saw where he’s been cutting planks on the grass in front of his house. I offered to switch places with him, wanting to take back my “I volunteer as tribute” moment that landed me on the roof in the first place. But Tech claimed he knew how to use the buzz saw better. Which was a lie. He’s barely gotten through five cuts at this point.

Shawn smiles as the sun glistens off the coconut sunscreen on her freckled skin, the bruises faded to a soft green on her inner arm. She’s wearing a Surf Shack tank top with short-shorts and knee-high gym socks and sneakers. On her wrist, she has a tattoo of a little boat—something she drew as a child, which symbolizes her love of the water.

I nod to get her attention. “Do you really have a date?” I ask, curious. She hasn’t mentioned anyone new. She shrugs.

“Not yet.”

I snort a laugh. Shawn is the queen of dating apps—an instant yes to every girl… who she will later ghost. Paradise Beach is littered with the hearts of lovelorn tourists who thought they had a chance with her. She’s an icon.

Shawn hangs dramatically off the ladder with one hand, calling to Tech again.

I hear the screen door slam, and look down to see Tech’s mom step onto the front porch. I smile instantly. Angela is carrying a tray of icy drinks and a plate of sliders that I know are going to be spicy as fuck—just the way we like them.

“I made you all a little something to keep you going,” she calls, her voice warm. My smile fades slightly when I notice how tired she looks, how worn down. Angela has been a second mother to me, especially when I needed her most. But lately, I can see the toll the storms—and the changes in Cape Hope—are taking on her. I swear, her hair is a little grayer each day.

When I was a kid, Angela would show up at the beach in a red bikini, pull on a wet suit, and paddle out like she owned the tide, my mother confidently at her side. They’d spend the day surfing while Tech and I built sandcastles outside the Surf Shack, our dads having beers on the dock. She was always cooking, always laughing, and occasionally singing during our late-night bonfires on the beach.

I would give anything to go back to that. To hear my mom singing off-key, see my dad laughing. Watching my brother and his friend Felix steal a beer when they thought no one was looking. The world was different then. We were different.

But then my mom got sick. She… died. She died and it cracked us straight down the middle. I didn’t think I’d make it through that. Honestly, some days I still don’t. But Angela was there to help us, cooking when none of us had the will, singing softly when I couldn’t lift my head off the pillow. Even after she lost everything, she kept checking on us. Especially when Ellis left.

I look again at the plate of food, sliced up and garnished like we’re still sitting oceanside on her restaurant patio, minus the side of fried plantains. She’s always been the best cook in town.

At the thought, I’m struck with the familiar sadness. Familiar anger. Because although Angela’s restaurant survived hurricanes, it couldn’t survive the resort investors. The Collective pushed her out, piece by piece. Higher taxes, fines, health inspections that were falsified. Eventually she had no choice but to close down and move inland. Now she cooks from her house off the books, selling to the locals who can still afford it. Or giving it away to those who can’t.

“Thank you, Angela,” I call down to her. “You didn’t have to make all that.”

She laughs. “Who are you kidding, Noa?” she asks. “You would eat these all yourself if I let you. Oh,” she says, looking back at the house. “I forgot the hot sauce.”

She disappears inside, and just then, the sound of tires sloshing over the muddy road cuts through the otherwise quiet morning. I glance over as a souped-up white Jeep pulls to the edge of the yard. When I recognize the occupants, my heart starts beating faster.

What are they doing here? They never come out this far.

Shawn’s the first to break the silence, her voice filled with a mix of surprise and concern. “What the fuck do you want?” she calls to them.

In the backseat, Mike Treble stands up like he’s going to do something. He’s big and kind of goofy looking, but I know he’s just a henchman. The real piece of shit is Creed Hutchins, sitting behind the wheel. They’re part of the Collective—the worst ones. The one who thrive on cruelty.

I brace myself on the roof, holding steady as my nerves ratchet up.

“What do I want?” Creed replies. His voice is slightly slurred, and I’m sure that he’s been drinking. “I want you and all your trash friends out of Cape Hope,” he says with a sneer. “You’re stinking up the place.”

“Pretty sure that’s just your upper lip, babe,” Shawn calls back, casually lethal.

I blurt out a laugh before I can stop myself, loud enough to make Creed flinch. Immediately, I can see that his pride is wounded. His eyes darken as he zeroes in on me.

His look scares me a little, and I adjust my stance on the roof again, making sure I have a good foothold. But what’s he going to do? Climb up here and get me?

Creed turns to reach into the backseat of his Jeep, and for a second, I think he’s grabbing a towel or something. Maybe a breath mint. But when he cocks back his arm, glass catches the sunlight as he launches a bottle at me.

I scream just as it shatters against the roof a few feet away, spraying me with shards of glass and cold beer. Little cuts sting my arm, and then suddenly, my foot slips in the liquid. My hip hits the surface hard, and I gasp as I begin to skid down the slope of the roof. I scramble for a grip to stop myself, but my gloves glide along the bumpy surface as the edge rushes toward me, too close, too fast.

“Noa!” Shawn yells, scurrying up the ladder as if she’s going to catch me out of midair.

She reaches for me just as the heel of my sneaker hits the rain gutter, jolting my knee as it stops my fall. I grunt out in pain, shock. And then, for a second, I’m afraid to move—just in case I’m still falling and don’t realize it.

I wait a beat, and then I turn my arm and see a few cuts there. It’s nothing serious, but they sting. A little bit of blood. I adjust my grip, and then I give Shawn a thumbs-up to let her know I’m okay. My hand is trembling, my heart pounding loudly in my ears.

I… almost went over the side.

Shawn’s eyes blaze with anger, and then she’s gone. She drops down the ladder, her sneakers hitting the grass with a thump. She yanks the hammer out of her belt loop and stomps toward the Jeep. I sit up straighter, wanting to call to her, but my voice is still strangled from the spike of adrenaline. Honestly, I’m a little lightheaded—which isn’t great considering I’m still on the roof.

For his part, Creed tries to laugh off Shawn’s approach, but the sound is hollow. He can see the hammer in her hand, and he knows she’s not afraid of anything—including bludgeoning him on a public street.

Quickly, I dart my eyes at Tech, who is already staring up at me, as if he still expects me to come tumbling down. Neither of us says anything, and I think I’m probably in shock. I can’t believe how close I came to falling, to cracking open like the bottle that nearly took me out. Creed literally almost killed me.

Just as Shawn gets close to the Jeep, Creed throws another beer at her—but his earlier bravery is gone. The bottle lands unbroken on the grass, spinning toward Shawn’s feet.

“Killers!” Creed screams, his voice venomous as he quickly shifts into gear. The Jeep lurches forward, tires spinning in the mud before they find a grip. The Jeep tears off, kicking up mud in its wake.

Coward. At the same time, Creed’s accusation stings all of us. A typical Collective insult that still cuts pretty deep.

At that thought, I look at Tech again. He’s standing there, perfectly still, alarmingly so. But as I watch, his entire body tenses like a rubber band being pulled too tight. His jaw clenches, and his hands curl into fists at his sides. And then… he snaps. He lets out a low growl, something filled with pure anger and frustration. It’s wounded, and it hurts in my gut.

Suddenly, he takes off running after the Jeep.

“Tech!” I shout, stirred out of my daze. I grab for the ladder, carefully swinging my legs over before scrambling down the rungs. “Wait!” But he’s already halfway down the block.

I rush to where Shawn’s standing at the edge of the lawn, and we watch as Tech’s figure shrinks in the distance. I yank off my work gloves, tossing them aside before putting my hand over my heart, trying to slow its beats so I can calm down. I’m still shaking.

“What is he doing?” I murmur. “And what’s he going to do if he catches them? It’s two against one.”

Shawn shakes her head, lips pursed tight. “I don’t know, but if they beat his ass, we’re getting torches and burning their resort to the ground.”

The Jeep disappears around the curve, and when it does, Tech finally stops running. My breath rushes out in a half sob of relief. I’m not sure which scared me more: the idea that he might get hurt, or the uncertainty of what he planned to do if he caught up to them. Tech doesn’t have a temper; he’s more methodical than that. But this… this was pure anger. It was completely unexpected, and I need to know why.

He doesn’t come back right away. Tech bends forward in the street, his palms on his knees, chest heaving. The sound of the Jeep engine fades in the distance, leaving a thick silence when it’s gone. I’m furious with them, but I’m more concerned about my friend right now.

When Tech finally starts walking back, he’s slow, as if each step is an effort. I imagine he’s trying to calm down before talking to us, but I can tell it’s not working. He still looks pissed. When he reaches the end of the driveway, he picks up the beer bottle and hurls it as hard as he can at the empty road. We watch as it shatters in the distance.

“Tech,” I call out. He turns toward me, and my heart breaks a little. I realize it’s not just anger in his eyes—it’s fear. Frustration. Compounded trauma. “It’s okay,” I tell him, not because it is, but because I can’t bear to watch the pain in his expression.

His lips downturn, but then he sniffs hard and looks back at the road. Next to me, Shawn hums out that she’s going to slash their tires. She’s trying to make a joke, mostly, but I’m not in the mood to laugh. If anything, I want to understand what the hell just happened.

“Why would they come here?” I ask, looking over at Tech again. “Why to your home? They’ve never come out this far before, so why now?”

Tech’s mother makes a sound from behind me, and I spin around in surprise. How long has she been standing there? My guess is a while. There’s a deep crease between her eyebrows as she watches her son.

Although we didn’t start the argument, I’m still embarrassed that it happened on her property. “I’m sorry,” I say automatically. “We didn’t mean to—”

“They came today because it’s the anniversary of the fire at the Starline Hotel,” she replies, answering my earlier question. “They wanted to remind us. They do every year.”

Shawn curses under her breath, and I’m struck with guilt. I was distracted by the hurricane, but how could I forget? No wonder Tech lashed out. Today is an absolute tragedy for his family. A day when his uncle was accused of… murder.

The breeze picks up suddenly, the tree branches rustling softly along the road. I take a deep breath, trying to calm my racing mind, my frayed nerves. And yet, the image of Creed’s sneer flashes across my mind. The word “killers” echoes in my ears.

Just then, I process what Angela had said. “Wait,” I say, confused. “What do you mean every year? They’ve come to your house before?” This is the first I’m hearing about it, and I check with Shawn and see the same disbelief in her expression.

“Every year,” she confirms. “Although it’s usually at night. They shout their lies, damage a little property, maybe take some things. And then they go away. We need to just let them go away,” she orders.

“What?” Shawn and I ask at the same time.

This is insanity. I had no idea this was happening, and the level of harassment is so far out of line. It’s cruel—even for them.

Tech turns toward his mother, and by his expression, I can tell that it’s worse than it sounds. And now I’m angry, protective.

“Last year they wrote ‘killer’ across our garage, Mom,” Tech points out, his voice tight. “I’m done letting this go.”

Another revelation. I look toward the newly painted garage door. I never asked why they redid the door; didn’t think I’d have to. I’m hurt that Tech would keep something like this to himself, processing it alone. We could have helped.

“Why didn’t you tell us?” I ask him.

“Because I told him not to say anything,” Angela answers for him. “I’m trying to keep us all safe. What’s left of us, at least.”

Her tone cuts through my questions, and I’m struck by the fact that so many of the Chasers are gone now. How devastating and lonely it feels. We’re a dying breed in Cape Hope.

“I know you like to fight,” Angela continues. “But this isn’t about us—not really. Those boys in that Jeep, they don’t care about the past. And they don’t care about the people of this town. They only care about winning. So you all listen to me right now: Don’t go and make this any worse. If you act out, if you get arrested, it’ll give them a reason to push us out for good. Or… or maybe worse.”

“No,” Tech says, his voice filled with frustration. “Look, you know I love you, Mom, but I can’t listen anymore. Not this time. Are we just supposed to pretend that they didn’t almost kill Noa right now?”

I lower my eyes, my hands still shaking from the shock. Creed has escalated things well past graffiti on a garage door at this point.

“Or maybe we should pretend that they didn’t steal your business,” Tech continues, practically begging his mother to listen. He pauses, tilting his head. “Pretend they didn’t frame Uncle Gabriel for murder.”

Angela flinches at the mention of her older brother. The comment pulls the oxygen straight out of the air, and I wince slightly. We never say it so plainly—at least, not where anyone can hear. Sometimes… it’s easier to stop remembering so much, as fucked up as that sounds. Which is why I almost never think about my brother. Or even my mother, when I can help it. And that’s how we’ve always treated the story about Gabriel. Some wounds never stop weeping.

“They ruined his life, Mom,” Tech says, sounding hurt. “He was innocent.”

“Of course he was,” she shoots back immediately. She readjusts her shirt, as if trying to readjust her composure. “Gabriel wouldn’t have hurt a soul,” she adds, tears gathering in her eyes. “I can promise you that.”

We’ve only heard it in whispers, and broken ones at that. But according to the rumors, there was a fire in the 1980s at the Starline Hotel—a resort out on Rum Runner Island. A young socialite was killed, and Tech’s uncle was accused of starting the fire. He’d been one of the shift workers from Cape Hope at the time. There was no one to dispute it because Gabriel disappeared that night too. No body, no trace. In fact, most don’t believe he ever made it off Rum Runner Island at all. It’s absolutely tragic—he was nineteen years old.

So yeah, not exactly a story to share at family gatherings, especially when the Collective and the entire police department still scapegoat him, despite zero evidence.

Angela sniffles back the start of tears, and Tech nearly falls over himself apologizing. “Mom,” he says, and then softer, “Mama, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say all that, but… we have to do something.”

She shakes her head, dotting under her eyes. “No,” she says like she’s in denial. “You won’t. I won’t let you. I’m not losing anyone else.”

Despite her fighting them back, several tears spill onto her cheeks. Angela excuses herself and heads back inside, leaving us standing here a bit shattered—her grief palpable. It’s not easy to watch an adult cry; it’s not easy at all.

Tech walks over to kick a roof tile across the lawn, cursing under his breath. I’m sure he feels awful for bringing the pain to the surface, but at the same time, I’m kind of upset with him.

“You should have told me,” I say to his back. “About them coming here.”

He sighs, dropping his head back to look up at the sky. “For what?” he asks. “So Shawn can go apeshit and you crash out? So you both end up in jail?” He looks back at us, nearly lost in his frustration. “I’m not going to make you a target.”

I’m a little offended. “For what?” I repeat. “Okay. So we should all bottle up our feelings from now on. You got that memo, Shawn?”

“Sorry, I missed it,” she replies, matching my tone. “I was too busy going apeshit.”

We stand there a moment, and then Tech sniffs a laugh at Shawn’s comment, releasing the tension that has built around us. He holds up his hands in surrender. “You’re right,” he says. “I’m sorry. I should have told you, but now you both know. Which is why you understand why I can’t let this go anymore.”

“Uh…” I furrow my brow. “I’m not sure I said all that.” Considering I just watched Tech chase after a Jeep in a fit of rage, I’m not exactly on board with confronting the Collective at this point. Shawn, on the other hand, is nodding along emphatically.

“What do you have in mind?” she asks, and I bump her with my elbow as if telling her not to encourage him.

But Tech has already made his decision, despite his mother’s very clear warning. “It’s time we put them in their place,” he says. “We need to destroy their empire.”

I snort, but then realize he’s being serious. “Meaning?” I ask. When he betrays a small smile—something a little bitter, a little vengeful—I realize that he’s probably been thinking up a plan for a while. His eyes sparkle with it.

“We’re going to find out what really happened at the Starline Hotel,” he says, confidently. “We’re going to find the truth and expose their lies.”

“Find…” I start to repeat, trying to grasp his idea. “Find the Starline? That’s impossible.”

Even if it hadn’t been burned to the ground forty years ago, fact is, no one actually knows where the Starline Hotel is located anymore. Rum Runner Island has been lost to the marshes since long before we were born. Not to mention… the remains of that hotel are equivalent to a grave, not meant to be disturbed. Other locals are convinced that it’s rotten with bad luck… and even bad spirits. I’m not superstitious, not really, but I’m also not trying to accidently get haunted.

“I wouldn’t say impossible,” Tech leads. He casts a glance toward his house, checking to see if his mother is listening, before taking me by the arm to pull me closer. Shawn leans in to listen. “I need to tell you guys something,” he confesses. His eyes are earnest, magnified behind his glasses. “But, Noa, I need to know if you really have my back.”

I straighten. Not sure why he’s singling me out. I glance at Shawn, who gives me a subtle nod. She’s saying yes, no matter what. There’s never any doubt on where she stands—she’s always ride or die. Which is also contagious.

“You’re going to make me say yes, aren’t you?” I ask Shawn, fighting back my smile.

“Would it be any fun if you said no?” she replies. I watch her a moment, loving the shit out of her, but knowing this will probably go horribly wrong anyway.

When I turn back to Tech, I shrug helplessly. “Yes, I have your back,” I tell him. Which is true. I was never really going to say no, not to either of them.

“Good,” Tech says, fresh excitement painting his features. “Because I need you to help me steal a boat.”





CHAPTER FOUR

—JAMIE

The sun is shining as I step outside for the first time today. I slip on my sunglasses and take a deep breath, letting the warmth of the day settle over me. The breeze coming up from the beach is a mix of salty air and earthy wetness, tinged with sunscreen from the pool deck. Not a terrible smell, but not exactly refreshing, either.

It’s nearly time for lunch, so my mother sent me on a mission to find my little sister, Astrid. While most twelve-year-olds around here are obsessed with celebrities, social media, or… horses, I know there’s only one place my sister would be: closest to the water.

Sure enough, I find her sitting on the edge of the resort pool. She repeatedly dips her toes into the water, watching the ripples spread out and fade away. She doesn’t notice me at first, her attention focused on the movement of the water. It’s a change from her usual frantic energy—her bright red hair always in some chaotic state, her words constantly flowing faster than I can keep up with. But right now, she’s lost in her thoughts.

“Hey,” I say, my voice soft so I don’t startle her.

Astrid glances over her shoulder and smiles, though it’s subdued. “You finally made it outside,” she says.

“Reluctantly,” I admit, crouching down beside her. I dip my fingers into the water, immediately pulling them back with a quick wince. “It’s freezing.”

She laughs, kicking her legs in the water to try to splash me. I back away, giving her a look that says Try me. She just smirks, like she’s already won. When I come beside her again, she tilts her face toward the sky and squints her eyes.

“Do you think it’s going to rain today?” she asks.

“Not sure,” I reply, looking around. “Sun seems pretty stubborn right now.”

“Too bad,” she says, sounding wistful. “I kind of like it when the beach gets all moody. It’s different, you know?”

I nod, considering her words. My sister has always had a different way of looking at things “Yeah, I get it. Sort of like it’s subverting expectations.”

She rolls her eyes. “Whatever that means,” she says. Her gaze drifts back to the water. “Do you want to swim with me?” she asks, hopeful. “You promised you would.”

I glance at the pool, then back at her. “In this?” I motion to the water, raising an eyebrow. “A little cold, don’t you think?”

Astrid shrugs nonchalantly. “You’ll get used to it.”

“Uh-huh,” I tell her. “You always say that, but I think you actually like swimming in cold water. Like an eel.”

“It’s not that bad,” she says, amused by my comment. “We’ve been in worse.” She jumps up from the deck with a little bounce, splashing water over my sneakers. “Remember that time we tried swimming in the freezing lake near Grandpa’s house?” she asks, her grin widening. “You were crying about it so hard.”

“Yeah,” I say. “Because it felt like someone poured ice cubes in the water. But in case you forgot, I did go in. Eventually.”

“Exactly,” she says. “If you can survive that, you can survive swimming in a heated pool. Don’t be a baby.”

“This pool is definitely not heated,” I murmur, thinking for a moment. After a long pause, I smile at her. “Fine,” I say. “I’ll swim with you, but you’re going in first.”

Astrid is very pleased with herself. “Deal,” she says.

She goes to the edge of the pool, but before she dives in, Astrid looks back over her shoulder at me, her forehead furrowed. “Jamie,” she says, her voice softer. “Is Dad going to send you away again?”

Her words are a dagger to my heart, and I instinctively put my hand on my chest to protect myself. It takes me a moment to recover, but then I shake my head. Force a smile.

“Nope,” I say simply. “You’re stuck with me for a while.”

Her face softens, and I see the tension ease from her shoulders. For a split second, she looks like her usual self, the Astrid I know—bright and full of life.

As she jumps in, the weight of her question still lingers in the back of my mind, but I try not to let it ruin the moment. I’m doing everything I’m supposed to; I’m being responsible. I’m getting back on track, as my parents said. At the same time… Astrid and I are already late for lunch, so what the hell. Might as well make the most of it.

“You want to race?” I ask my sister. “I bet I can beat you this time.”

Astrid’s eyes widen in mock disbelief. “You? Beat me?” She shakes her head like it’s the most ridiculous thing she’s ever heard. “I hope you’re prepared to lose,” she says, waving me in.

“I’m about to embarrass you,” I call, then dive into the water without another word. The cold is a shock to my system, but it wakes me up instantly.

I hear Astrid laughing as she paddles after me, her splashes sending droplets everywhere.

For the next half hour, we’re childish and loud. People trickle out of the pool area, leaving us to our own chaos. It’s awesome. And for the first time in a long while, it feels like I’m home.



I sit at the glass table on the restaurant patio. The clinking of utensils on ceramic plates breaks the otherwise tense silence of the meal. From my seat, I can see part of the beach in the distance, littered with debris. The ocean is still choppy with huge knits of algae floating along the waves. I promised my sister I’d take her fishing this week, but no one is on the water today.

I’m sure the dock is closed after the storm. I wonder if the workers are down there right now, sitting at the edge of the dock and chatting like they used to. Singing and laughing, starting a bonfire that will go all night.

In comparison, I look around at the resort. Despite the damage on the beach, this place has an unsettling normalcy. Other than a few bent flower stems, nothing at all seems out of place. Except me, I guess.

Astrid’s hair is still wet as she sits wrapped in a pool towel. Not exactly the impression my mother was hoping to make around the other esteemed guests. Astrid picks at her chicken strips, darting looks between her food and me. She’s always been able to tell when something’s off, even when no one else notices.

My mother occasionally glances in my direction with a soft look, like she’s urging me to talk. I’m trying to get up the courage, but at the other end of the table, the formidable Brent Matthews sits with a heavy presence. He’s eating a steak, a full slab of steak for lunch. My mother nods in his direction, encouraging me again to start the conversation.

I try to gauge my father’s mood. He’s staring down at his meal, his face a mask of concentration as he saws into the meat. He looks like his thoughts are far away, but I know he’s always listening, always aware.

“Hey, Dad,” I say casually, testing the waters. “Have you heard anything lately about the Chasers? The locals,” I correct, not sure how familiar he is with the term.

His gaze rises to meet mine, curious. “Why do you ask?” he replies, setting down his fork and knife. He takes a sip of red wine.

I shrug. “A few guys were talking about them yesterday,” I say. “The rivalry seems to go pretty deep, but I don’t know why. I thought maybe you’d have the real story.”

I take a bite of my cheeseburger, and when I glance at my father again, he sniffs a laugh.

“Not much to say really,” he says, noncommittal. “Some of those locals—Chasers,” he allows, “are probably decent people. But they’re not the sort you want to spend your time with. What matters for you,” he continues, his expression growing more serious, “is the type of people you align yourself with. You want to be around those who are making real moves, people with money, people with power. Successful people.”

His comment irritates me, but I swallow it back for now. “So why do people at the resort hate them so much?” I ask, sure he’s avoiding the topic. “They said there was a murder.”

“Murder?” Astrid repeats loud enough that a couple from the table next to us looks in our direction.

“Astrid, please,” my mother says quietly, putting her hand over my sister’s to quiet her.

When I turn to my father again, his expression has darkened. He shakes his head slowly, and then laughs. “What the fuck are you doing, James?” he asks, still smiling.

My heart sinks into my gut. “Nothing,” I murmur. “I… I was just curious. Never mind.”

“Just stay focused on what’s in front of you,” my father says. “That’s what really counts.”

I’m embarrassed. My questions were valid, but he has a real talent for making me feel small. And still… I just keep trying with him. Why do I keep trying? And why the hell is he avoiding the topic of the Chasers?

My mom catches my eye then, a gentle request to leave it alone. Especially in public.

She smiles around at all of us. “Why don’t we talk about something else?” she offers to the table.

I try to focus on my food, but I’ve lost my appetite. I take a gulp of soda, and when I notice Astrid’s look of concern, I reach over and steal one of her chicken strips to get her attention. She grabs it back and eats it quickly.

“Brent,” my mother says to my father. “James has been considering applying for one of the internships at the company next year. I thought it would be a wonderful idea.”

Back in the spotlight, I straighten my posture.

My father looks up from his plate, his expression blank for a moment before he leans back in his chair, his hands steepled in front of him. “Internship?” he repeats, seeming confused. “But we don’t take high school dropouts.”

The words hit me like a slap. My chest tightens, and I feel a flush creep up my neck. His comment stings, not because it’s true, but because of how easy it is for him to say it. Like it’s a simple fact. Like I’m nothing more than a failure in his eyes.

Before I can respond, my mother quickly speaks up, her voice steady and firm. “He didn’t drop out, Brent. He finished his degree online. It’s the same thing.”

I want to thank her for stepping in, for defending me, but my father’s reaction to the idea of my internship seems disproportioned, like he’s punishing me for asking about the Chasers in the first place.

I clear my throat, trying to smooth over the awkwardness. “I got my diploma, Dad,” I say. “I got top scores. I’m a good candidate. I’ve finished all the trainings—I know the software. I can contribute.”

I search his face for any sign that he’s impressed. I’ve spent countless hours studying the family business, understanding some of the intricacies of the software. He knows firsthand how good I am at navigating his software. And, of course, that’s the problem.

“That changes nothing,” my father says flatly. “You’ve got a lot of catching up to do if you want to make it in the real world, James.”

I sit still for a moment. I want to demand to know when it will be enough for him. When he’ll forgive me. Because I think we both know this isn’t about online school or internships. It isn’t about Chasers. No, my father still resents me for what happened two years ago. And I don’t think he’ll ever get over it. And to be fair, neither will I.

I lean forward in my chair, ready to press him for a chance, when the sound of heels clicking on the slate tiles catches my attention. When I turn, I see Jordan and her mother heading in our direction.

Cecelia Miles is royalty around here. Her family owns half the resort, meaning Jordan is princess of the Augustus. Cecelia is tall, like Jordan, with her dark hair pulled tightly back in a slick bun. In the daytime, she looks like an average rich person, white shorts and a blouse, sweater around her shoulders. She’s nice enough, I guess. At least she seems to think I have potential, and I’ve been a little starved for that kind of attention lately.

I stand up as she arrives, and my father does too. They exchange cheek-kisses, and then she smiles warmly at me. I nod and sit down again. Jordan takes the spot across from me, but she looks exceedingly uncomfortable, avoiding my gaze. I’m a bit amused. I know I missed a few calls from her last night, but this seems like an extreme reaction. There really was a hurricane happening.

After a cheek-kiss with my mother, Cecelia Miles slides into the chair and holds court, as if she’s the head of our family. She just has that presence about her. She smiles at each of us, whispering a sweet hello to Astrid, who waves back.

I look across the table at Jordan again, but she’s staring at the breadbasket as if she’d rather be anywhere else. I try to get her attention, but Cecelia breaks the silence.

“You are a vision, Izzie,” she tells my mother. “I hope you’re all having a great time?” My mother immediately assures her that we are.

“Everything’s beautiful, Cecelia,” my mother gushes. “Thank you. And the suite…” She shakes her head as if there are no words to describe its beauty. Cecelia seems pleased by the compliment.

“I know the weather has been a bit… challenging,” she says, and the adults chuckle. “But it’s calling for clear skies the rest of the week.” She turns to Astrid. “And…” she adds playfully, “we’ll be starting up our kids’ camp tomorrow. Lots of adventures and beach activities.”

Astrid’s lip curls before she can mutter that it sounds fun, alongside my mother’s nodding encouragement. My sister is not a big fan of organized events.

Then it’s my time to chat as Cecelia fully turns her body toward me. “And I hope you two,” she wags her finger between me and Jordan, “had a good time last night. I know it was a late one.”

Uh… I have no idea what she’s talking about. I didn’t see Jordan last night. I was wandering the resort by myself, looking for a place to be alone and avoid my parents.

I glance across the table at Jordan. Her eyes are downturned as she fiddles with her bracelet clasp. Her olive skin has gone pale, her posture rigid. She’s shrinking under her mother’s attention. I’ve never related to her more.

I turn and smile brightly at Cecelia. “We had a blast,” I say smoothly. “Then again, Jordan and I always have a great time together.” Jordan’s mouth flinches with a smile, although she doesn’t look up.

“Oh, that’s wonderful to hear,” her mother replies, reassured.

When I dare a look at my father, he also seems pleased. Jordan is obviously the type of person he thinks I should be surrounding myself with. Beside him, my mother is practically beaming at the idea of us as a couple.

“Well,” Cecelia says after checking the time on her shiny gold watch. “We should get going.” She glances at my father. “I’ll see you later at the meeting for…?” she asks him, and he nods before she finishes the question. “Very well,” she adds. She stands up and snaps her fingers in the air for Jordan to come along.

Jordan gets out of her seat obediently, still seeming mortified by the entire exchange. I realize then that she’s the reason Cecelia came over. She was checking her daughter’s story.

“Let’s do dinner tomorrow night,” Cecelia tells my mother, and the two dramatically clasp hands as if she’s going off to war and not back to a boardroom.

Cecelia waves goodbye to the rest of us, and Jordan rounds the table to follow her. But when she passes me, Jordan ducks down to give me a quick side-hug. When she does, she brings her lips next to my ear.

“I owe you,” she whispers.

She straightens, giving me a knowing look before chasing after her mother.

As I watch them walk away, Cecelia gets fawned over by every guest on the patio. She stops suddenly as a man walks outside, and she bows her head to him politely. For a moment, I can’t imagine anyone worthy of so much of her attention, but as I study him, he looks familiar.

Then it hits me: His portrait, a younger version, hangs in the entrance of the Grand Augustus alongside Cecelia’s. He is the other half of the resort—Alessandro Mancini.

Short stature with hair graying at the temples, he should be forgettable. Instead, his presence is an anvil dropped in the center of everything. His dark gaze is sharp as he glances around, precise and cutting. He’s wearing a charcoal-gray suit in the summer, tailored to absolute perfection. Expensive shoes. Gold rings.

I look at my father, curious at his reaction, but he doesn’t even turn around—as if he doesn’t care one way or another. A perk of being six foot five, I guess. You’re not easy to intimidate—or impress.

Mancini and Cecelia begin chatting, ignoring the guests who are trying to say hello to them. The two owners leave together, Jordan trotting obediently behind.

For a moment, I feel lucky to have my parents. Those two were intense. When I look across the table again, my mother is serene, as if everything is going to her plan. After all, I was with Jordan Miles—that has to be good news.

At the head of the table, my father picks up his wineglass to take a sip, and then, to my absolute shock, he glances up at me and offers me a little nod—like I’ve done well.

I’m honestly baffled, but I’ll take it. I nod back, as if I really was romancing the princess of the Grand Augustus Resort somewhere in Cape Hope.

But really, I’m wondering why in the world Jordan Miles would need me to lie for her? Whatever she’s hiding, it must be good.



After lunch, still high off the rare positive interaction with my father, I take the winding path from the resort toward Paradise Beach. I tell myself it’s just to check on my boat. Routine. Responsible, even. Or at least, that’s the excuse I’m using. Maybe if I repeat it enough, I’ll actually believe it.

But it’s not the boat. That would be so much easier.

I haven’t been down to the dock in two years. Not since everything fell apart—my fault, all of it—and I know better than to think anyone is still waiting around for me to show up. It could have been different, but in the end, it wasn’t. It was exactly what they expected.

Things change, people change. I don’t know if I’m ready to find out just how much, but I keep walking anyway.

When I reach the sand, I take off my sneakers and find the ground still damp from the storm. There’s no movement on the dock, and I don’t know if I’m disappointed or relieved, maybe both. I dodge driftwood and wood planks, torn bits of umbrella fabric scattered across the sand. The storm did a number on this place.

Still… it is peaceful out here. I pause a moment to take in the salty air, not realizing how much I missed it. In the quiet, I try not to dwell on my father’s comment about the internship. To be fair, my life goal isn’t to work in cybersecurity. I’m only doing that for him. And the law classes I take are for my mother. Me? I don’t know what I want to do yet, which, according to my parents, is a personality flaw. And so I pretend.

I look toward the dock again. I’m going to take my boat out for a while, even if the water is choppy. It’s the first time I’ll get the chance to use it here since it’s normally docked back home. No one was more surprised than me when my father offered to get it sent here for the summer. I said yes immediately. I made promises about staying out of trouble. I would have said anything at that point. I love my boat. She’s the only thing that’s actually mine—a gift from my grandfather when I turned sixteen. I named it after my grandmother.

Samuel Garda, my mother’s father, was a law professor for years before starting his own firm. Now retired, he lives comfortably in California. We used to spend our holidays with him, all the way up until I was sixteen.

If it matters, I regret what happened. I shouldn’t have involved him, or, as my father told me, I should have just minded my own damn business. After my grandfather tried to stand up for me, my parents went no-contact with him, forcing me and Astrid to do the same. I’d be lying if I didn’t blame myself for that.

At the same time, if I really wanted to, I could reach out to my grandfather now. But I’m not sure how my father would react if he found out. One thing I’ve learned is that you never want to be in the crosshairs of Brent Matthews. He doesn’t miss.

As I get closer to the dock, I scan the boats, curiously at first. But then, a creeping dread begins to crawl up my throat. I walk faster, my eyes searching, my heart pounding. The spot where my boat is supposed to be docked is… empty.

I blink quickly, stunned and unable to move forward. The dock is battered, sections torn up and missing, pillars bent from the winds. The business itself looks abandoned, the shutters closed and the Surf Shack sign fallen and half buried in the sand.

And my boat is most certainly missing.

I quickly turn to look out into the water, wondering if it has been pushed out to sea, floating somewhere nearby. I walk to the edge of the shore, my feet sloshing in the water, as I shield my eyes and scan for any sign of it. It’s gone. Not drifted away. Gone.

A wave of panic makes my breathing catch. I love that boat. And now it’s gone. My eyes are frantic, darting around and hoping it appears. After a few minutes, I know I have to do something.

Quickly, I take out my phone, ready to call my father. But I stop myself. I can’t tell him that my boat is gone. I can already hear the disappointment in his voice, feel the judgment.

Fuck!

I can’t call my dad. I can’t call my mother. Who can I—

It occurs to me that there might be one person in Cape Hope willing to help. I open up my call log and click Dial.

When Jordan answers, I close my eyes, resigned to my fate. “It’s Jamie,” I say. “Is it too early to call in that favor?”





CHAPTER FIVE

—NOA

On the open water, the sun glitters across the rippling waves. It’s quiet past the shore; there have been almost no boats since the storm. It’s like we’ve got the entire ocean to ourselves. Peaceful, if I wasn’t sitting on stolen property.

We took the boat from our dock at the Surf Shack. Okay, technically borrowed. Actually, definitely stole. Not my proudest moment, but I’ve been trying not to think about it too hard. I’m trying to stay focused on the mission—the mission to destroy the Collective.

While Tech steers parallel with the horizon, Shawn and I sit on the bench at the front, her baseball hat pulled low to block the sun. I’m overheated, even with the wind blowing in my face. Although I’m wearing my bathing suit, I had to throw on a sweatshirt to cover the cuts on my arm, protecting them from the elements.

Curious, I push up my sleeve and touch one of the bigger cuts. It stings, sharp and immediate, and I wince.

“Let me see,” Shawn says, taking my arm gently to check it over. She shakes her head, and I hum out my agreement.

She’s still angry, but I’m fucking furious. My initial shock wore into anger, and then to rage. If I’m honest, when Tech first said he wanted to take down the Collective, I just agreed to be supportive. But now? Yeah, now I want to ruin their lives and celebrate their downfall. A near-death experience will do that to a person.

The wind tugs at my hair as waves slap against the hull of the boat, the water growing choppy again as we get closer to the islands. I glance at Tech.

“You know my dad’s going to kill me, right?” I call to him. “And then you. Probably Shawn, too.”

Tech doesn’t even look over. “Why only probably Shawn? Why definitely me?”

“Because I’m going to tell him it was all your idea,” I say immediately. I smile. I wouldn’t actually throw Tech under the bus. He knows that. My dad might, though—right before Shawn.

“First of all, your father’s never going to find out,” Tech says, finally glancing up at me. “We’ll be home before dark. Secondly, we could have taken the yacht—this was the sensible choice. He should be proud of our restraint.”

“Tech’s right,” Shawn chimes in. “The yacht was my vote.”

Although we had several boats to choose from, I ultimately selected this one, the Sweet Caroline. It’s nice, but it’s not flashy—not like most tourist boats. This one is actually useable and super fast, perfect for exploring. Or outrunning the coast guard.

“And if anyone asks,” Tech adds helpfully, “we’re checking the vessel’s integrity after the storm. It’s an added perk of contracting with the Surf Shack. Five-star service.”

I laugh, and look out at the water. My father will certainly not find it funny if he catches us. With that in mind, I get up and walk toward Tech, ready to get started.

“Time’s up,” I say, nodding my chin at him. “You said you had something to tell us back at the house. Well, you’ve got the boat; we’re on the water. So spill your guts. How are we going to find the Starline Hotel, considering the entire island has been lost?”

To this, Tech grins. “That’s not exactly true.”

Intriguing, and if I’m honest, a little hard to believe. Still, at the front of the boat, Shawn sits up to listen. “Tech,” I say, wanting a straight answer. “Has someone found Rum Runner Island?”

“Nothing official,” he says quickly, as if he’s afraid to lose our interest. Too late. Shawn already sinks back into the bench and takes out her phone. “But early this morning,” Tech continues, “before you all came by, Hank Shroud asked me to help him with salvage from the storm. While we were towing in a boat…” He slows down to draw out the moment. “I noticed something out by the Everglades—way out on one of the islands we never use since there’s not enough sand to bring tourists there. The water must have receded and the hurricane thinned out the trees. And I swear, as the sun came up, I saw the tops of what looked like roofs, buildings half buried in the sand.”

“Buildings?” I ask, doubtful. “Come on, if there are buildings there right now, wouldn’t everyone have seen it?”

“Not unless they were looking,” he says. “That side of the island is facing open ocean. I mean, eventually a passing ship will see it, but there’s no one out there today. This is our chance. Maybe our only chance to discover it.”

“You really think it’s Rum Runner Island?” Shawn calls, buying in immediately.

“I think so.”

But I’m stunned, too scared to believe fully. Could it really just be out here, waiting for us? All this time?

Rum Runner Island has always been a mystery—an island that was never mapped, but infamous. No one knows exactly where it’s located anymore, or if they do, they’re already dead or too superstitious to talk.

From what we do know about it, Rum Runner Island started as a way station for 1920s rumrunners. It was a hideaway for gangsters to stash money and banned liquor during Prohibition. But it reached the true height of its status in the 1980s when investors built the Starline Hotel. It catered to rich, high-end clients—a chance to be their best, or worst, selves. It wasn’t all glitter and rum, though.

The story ends with the hotel burning down, trapping the souls of both the dead socialite and Gabriel Mendez forever. Now, I’m not saying I believe it’s haunted… but my skin is prickly right now. Realistically, it’s more likely the Collective fed into the fears of the locals to keep them from the crime scene—letting themselves get away with whatever happened that night.

No matter what they did, it worked. No one ever went back. Now the Starline and its secrets rot somewhere in the Everglades while the Chasers pay the price of a long-standing rumor. And here we are… about to discover it.

I look over at Tech again, seeing his hopefulness, his excitement. Although I’m a bit more cautious, I really do want to find a way to exonerate his family. And then we’ll focus on bringing down the Collective and anyone who helped them.

As I wander back over to Shawn, she still has her phone in her hand, her lips downturned while she reads a text. Considering Tech and I are both here, I have no idea who she could be talking to. When I sit next to her to ask, she quickly slides her phone away.

“What?” I laugh, motioning to her pocket. “Who was that?”

She scrunches her face slightly, like she’s not going to tell me, and now I’m worried. I’m not judgmental about her dating life, and she has no issue sharing that info. Which means this is something else.

“Come on,” I say, growing nervous. “Tell me.”

“I’m sure it’s fine,” she starts, which is a clear sign it’s not good. “But do you know how Matteo Mancini has been out of town all week?”

There is a flash of anxiety at the mention of his name. “No,” I say honestly. “I try to avoid hearing his name in conversation. Why?”

“Well,” Shawn says, furrowing her brow. “Seems he’s out looking for his cousin. He’s… they think he’s missing.”

Heat travels up my neck, lodging in my throat. “Missing?” I repeat quietly. “Which cousin?”

Shawn is slow to answer, and I cover my mouth, already guessing who she’s talking about. Fear tightens in my gut.

“It’s Felix,” she says, putting her hand on my leg to steady me. But my eyes are already welling up.

“Is he okay?” I ask. “Do they know if he’s okay?”

Shawn shrugs apologetically, not having the answer.

Has something happened to Felix? It’s an idea I don’t even want to think about. I’m sickened with it. I blink back tears and turn toward the water.

Felix Mancini was my brother’s best friend. We practically grew up together, even if he was from the Collective. He was one of us, spending more time on the beach or at the Surf Shack then in the fancy resort that his uncle owned. And although I haven’t seen him in months… he’s still important to me. He has to be okay. I turn to Shawn again, and she nods at my question before I can ask.

“Felix will be fine,” she assures me confidently. “He’s tougher than he looks. He’s tougher than the entire Collective combined. Honestly? He probably just needed to get away from his toxic family for a while. He’ll be back.”

I want to believe her, and I think I do. Mostly. Felix is smart, and he is tough. And then, of course, there is the coincidence too big to ignore, even if I’m afraid to hope it. “Do you think maybe Felix is with my brother?” I ask quietly.

Shawn nods a little, as if maybe that was her first thought. “It would make sense,” she says. “They were always inseparable.”

I’m immediately comforted, a warm splash of relief. Of course they’re together—I know Felix has missed him. When my brother was first gone, Felix would still come by, checking in on us. Then it became less and less frequent until it stopped altogether. Sometimes I’d see him around Cape Hope, but his big brown eyes could barely look at me. Without Ellis, we were both a little lost. It’s not entirely implausible that he went looking for him.

And if that’s the case, I’m glad. At least someone is.

“There it is!” Tech yells suddenly, startling us. I look over and find him pointing forward, a smile plastered across his face.

I leap up and dash over to join him, adrenaline pumping as I try to figure out which of the islands he’s pointing toward, considering all of them look exactly the same to me. Although I’m sure I’ve passed this area a hundred times before, I don’t recognize any of it—as if the hurricane unlocked some new dimension.

“Which one?” I demand, pushing his shoulder. Until this moment, I’m not sure I really believed the island was out here. Now I’m ready to believe. “Tech, show me.”

He calls to Shawn. “Take the wheel,” he tells her, “and stay to the right.”

When she takes over, Tech tugs my sleeve, and I follow him to the front of the boat. He puts one foot up on the bench and outstretches his arm. “That one,” he tells me. “Dead center.”

I squint as if it’ll help me see it better, and then I actually can see it. I smile as my heart begins to thrum with excitement. Up ahead is a small island, and right through the middle is a path of damage that the storm cut through the trees. The newly uncovered beach is littered with branches and shells. My smile fades slightly. There are no buildings here.

“Go around back!” Tech calls to Shawn, whirling his hand in a loop.

As we circle the island, I strain as I try to find anything structural hidden between the trees. All I can make out is a patchwork of overgrown palms and thick foliage. It’s your typical deserted island, nothing unusual. Nothing promising. My stomach tightens in disappointment, and even the cuts on my arm begin to sting again.

“I’m sorry, Tech,” I say, turning to him. “But I don’t think this is big enough to be Rum Runner.”

He shakes his head, a fierce energy in his voice. “You’re just not seeing it,” he argues. “It could have been bigger. Four decades ago, it could have been twice this size.”

“I know, but—”

“Noa, look,” Shawn interrupts, her voice a sharp contrast to the heaviness in the air. Her eyes are locked ahead, wide and excited.

I follow her gaze, and when I see it, my breath catches in my throat.

“No way,” I whisper, stepping forward, my heart pounding faster. There, just up ahead, I can see faint outlines of geometric shapes among the softness of the trees.

Rooftops, half sunken in the sand. Faded, crumbling like a forgotten world. I shield the glare of the sun with my palm, trying to get a better look. There are at least five buildings, all huddled together. They’re small, too small to be a hotel—but still, unmistakably man-made.

Unfortunately, their placement is so close to the beach, it means they can easily become resubmerged at any moment, lost again with a high tide. Tech was right. This is our chance.

“Grab the anchor,” Shawn commands, killing the engine. “I don’t want to get to—”

Before she can finish, the boat slams into a sandbar, and everything goes sideways. Tech and I are thrown forward. I crash into the metal railing with a jolt that knocks the breath right out of me. My shoulder explodes with white-hot pain as I bounce backward and hit the deck, hard.

I lie here a moment, staring at the blue sky as I assess my condition. I don’t think anything is broken, but my shoulder throbs.

Tech moans from beside me, rolling over on the deck. “Fuck,” he mutters.

Shawn rushes toward us, her hand pressed to her chest where the steering wheel has left a bright red mark, her baseball hat gone and floating away in the water behind her.

“You okay?” she asks worriedly. She offers to help me up, and I wince as I do. Tech is a bit slower, but otherwise there’s no blood or crooked bones.

“I think I’m good,” I tell them, testing the range of my shoulder. “But even if I weren’t, I’d have you put me back together with fishing line and duct tape. Actual hospitals are out of our network.”

I try to make a joke of it, but the words are flat. It doesn’t matter, though. We all know the dire straits our families are in financially. None of us could afford a hospital bill right now. Hard to make that funny.

Shawn hops out of the boat, splashing through the water as she searches for her hat until she finds it floating a few feet away. I rub my shoulder, feeling the dull ache settle in, and Tech and I get out to survey the damage to the boat.

I wince when I notice the dent in the hull. Well… that’s not good. But at least it didn’t crack. It’s still seaworthy, for now, which is awesome because the idea of the coast guard needing to rescue us would be pure fuckedness. This boat is stolen. Don’t think they’d let that slide.

“I’ll be able to fix this,” Tech says, slapping the side of the hull with confidence. “Chances are, this early in the season, the guy might not even be in Cape Hope yet.”

I nod, but it doesn’t feel reassuring. “That would be ideal,” I say.

Shawn comes over to us, splashing through the water as her eyes scan the shoreline. The sound of water slapping against our legs cuts through the still air, the noise too loud for this secluded spot. As I turn toward the island, the potential of everything hits me harder. It looks real now, as if before it was just a mirage.

Did we seriously just find Rum Runner Island? That would… that would change everything for us. I fight back my laugh, my nerves and excitement, and turn to Tech, expecting to see the same.

But instead, he’s doubtful. Tentative. I feel myself sink, and turn back toward the island, trying to see it from his point of view.

It’s then that I realize how small the buildings truly are. Most are even smaller than the Surf Shack. That doesn’t mean it’s not Rum Runner, though. At least, I don’t think it means that. Either way, we found something completely random and cool. And we risked a lot to get here.

“Well?” I ask, hoping to bring up the excitement level. Hoping to make it all mean something. “Are we going to check this place out or wait for the sharks?”

Tech nods and starts walking. Shawn and I exchange a worried look and follow behind him. I know how much this means to him, to me too—I want to stop this war with the Collective. But for Tech, it’s more than that. He’s trying to clear his family’s name.

He wants so badly for this to be true. He needs it.

Shells crunch under our feet as we make our way onto the beach, the sand dark swirls of mud and debris—not the pristine white of Paradise Beach that we carefully comb for tourists each morning. This is raw, jagged, and beautiful in its own right. It makes me feel connected somehow, connected to nature in a way I can’t explain.

The first building we come to is barely standing. Just a few beams of wood and a shadow of what was once a roof. Less than three feet of the structure is still visible, the rest buried in the sand. It was a shanty, a crudely built home, perhaps. But even in its prime, I doubt it was much.

A couple of yards away is another, just as broken down, and then farther back toward the trees are more, their exposed walls only holding the shape from the way they’re buried in the sand. Nothing here leads me to think it’s connected to Rum Runner. And I’m trying really hard to make a connection.

“Check this out,” Tech calls from down the beach. His voice is high, and I hear a spark of hope there, the same one I’m still clinging to, despite the doubt that’s been gnawing at me since we arrived. That sound means he’s found something.

I jog through the sand, Shawn’s footsteps pounding behind me, and when I reach Tech, I see what he’s found. At first, it’s just a glimpse of a building tucked behind the mangroves. But compared to the others, it’s a palace.

Tech looks back at us, smiling. “This is brick,” he says, tapping the wall. “That has to be important, right? Otherwise it would be wood like the rest of them.”

I nod, still not letting myself fully believe it. “You would think.” I survey the brick structure, the walls filthy with algae and moss. The lower level is buried in sand, but there’s still enough here to show the true size. Now, this is promising.

Shawn crouches beside one of the windows, wiping away grime from the glass still set in the frame. As she cups her hands to peer inside, I wait nervously. Tech fidgets beside me, wringing his hands.

“Does it look like a hotel in there?” I ask, wanting this to be it.

Shawn pulls back to clean the glass again, takes another look, but then shakes her head. “I can’t tell,” she says. “It’s too dark inside.”

That’s not the answer I was hoping for, but I try not to show my disappointment.

Tech waves us along, and we walk around the side of the building, searching for a way in. Then we see it. A door, mostly buried beneath the sand.

“It’s here,” Tech says, dropping to his knees to start digging it out. His hands move fast, desperate. Could this be it?

I kneel beside him, my hands trembling as I help. The sand sticks between my fingers, clinging to my sweat. Shawn comes in right beside me, scooping out the sand with her forearms. Still, the progress is slow. For each bit of sand we pull out, more comes tumbling in from the sides. Frustrated, I look over at Tech.

“This is going to take too long,” I tell him. “We have to beat the tide.”

“I know, I know,” he agrees, his face serious. Determined. “Let’s just get a few feet down and then I’ll kick it in.”

I dig harder, faster, feeling the sting of sand under my nails. But I keep going. We expose more of the door, but from what I can see, it looks sturdy as hell. Maybe the saltwater has worn it away over time, eaten away at the hinges. It’s entirely possible the door has lost some of its strength by now.

Finally, there’s enough space for us to crawl through, and Tech starts kicking at the door. His sneaker slams against the wood, making me flinch with each loud bang. At first, the door doesn’t budge. Once there is the first crack, Tech adjusts his stance and starts hammering right against the center. His forehead is damp with sweat, and I reach over to swipe the sleeve of my sweatshirt over it before it can drip into his eyes.

“You’re doing great, Tech,” Shawn calls out, playful yet still encouraging. “Just make sure the opening is big enough for my boobs to fit through.”

We all laugh, and then after another few minutes of grunting, Tech moves back to survey his work. The top of the door is broken away, leaving just enough space for us to get through. As I take a quick peek inside, my anxiety starts to spike. The drop below looks at least five feet, maybe more, and it’s pitch-black in there. Not ideal. The only thing that scares me more than heights is complete darkness.

Tech pulls out a flashlight from his backpack and hands it to me, his movements deliberate and determined. Now that we’ve uncovered our first real clue, an abandoned town, it’s time to get serious. Get real. It’s all so tense and exciting at the same time.

Tech takes out a headlamp, arranging it on his forehead before flicking it on. I stifle my laugh.

“Wow,” Shawn says, widening her eyes. “I always forget how cool you are.”

“Then you should pay more attention,” Tech says with a grin. He pauses, then adds, “Also, can you wait here, Shawn? Just in case something happens, we need to make sure we can get back out.”

“Something happens?” I repeat, my heart skipping. “Like what?”

Tech shakes his head as if it’s not a big deal. “Better not to think about it,” he states, before turning and climbing through the jagged opening, disappearing into the dark.

I look at Shawn, absolutely still thinking about it. “What did he mean?” I ask. “What could happen?”

Shawn shrugs. “Gators?”

Widening my eyes, I look at the door, the abyss beyond it. There can’t be actual alligators in there. The door was shut. I mean… right?

When I turn back to Shawn, wanting her reassurance, she’s already on her feet and backing away. She waves her hat in a dramatic farewell. “Don’t worry,” she calls. “While you make the find of the century, I’ll just be out here having no fun at all.”

“At least there aren’t any gators out here,” I call after her. She laughs.

“I was kidding, Noa,” she says, and waits until I nod that I know. “You’ll be fine,” she adds. “Now go and save Cape Hope. I’ll keep an eye on things.”

She blows me a kiss, which I pretend to catch and put in my pocket. Hopefully it’ll bring me luck. I crouch in front of the broken door, the smell of rotting fish drifting up from the underground space. Uneasy, I turn on my flashlight and angle it inside.

“Come on in,” Tech says from the dark, startling me. “I’ve got you.”

I take a deep breath, ignoring the panic clawing at my insides, and crawl through the hole. Just as I make it inside, Tech takes me by the waist and helps me hop down. My feet splash in ankle-deep, murky water. I wince, trying not to think about what’s floating in it, or what’s hiding under the surface. The smell is worse now, thick and nauseating.

“Gross,” I murmur, and then swing my flashlight around to get a better look.

The beam cuts through the darkness, and I see the peeling walls, crumbling shelves, and a floor that has been underwater for years. Decades. An old office, maybe? Something that required a desk, which is now broken down and rotted. Everything in this place feels abandoned. Forgotten. I’m suddenly very mortal, very small, in a way.

“Any idea what this place was?” I ask quietly. I don’t mean to whisper, but talking too loud seems disrespectful, or worse, like I might disturb something unseen. Someone.

So yeah—maybe I’m more superstitious than I thought.

Tech’s headlamp shines in my direction. “Not yet, but we’ll figure it out,” he says, his voice reassuring. But underneath, I hear the excitement. He’s thrilled. He starts to look through the desk drawers, trying to find any clues.

I roll my eyes at myself, knowing that I’ve been overreacting. Sure, it’s disgusting in here and everything smells like fish guts, but I’m fine. I’m not in danger. There are no gators. No ghosts.

And then I let out a little yelp when my flashlight catches on a shape in the back corner of the room. It takes me a moment to realize it’s a door.

Relieved, and a bit excited, I slosh my way over to it. The door is heavy and swollen with age, but I’m able to unhook the rusted latch. When I pull the door open, it groans in protest, the sound like nails on a chalkboard in the small room.

Water flows in over my feet, cold and thick with dirt, making me shiver.

“Tech,” I call, not even trying to keep the edge from my voice. I shine my light down the narrow hallway that ends in complete darkness. “Tech,” I say again, and then he’s next to me.

“Good find,” he says, patting my shoulder. I hum out my thanks.

We both wait a moment, using our lights to make sure it’s safe. Then, together, we head into the hallway. However, with each step, the water rises, dragging at our legs. Freezing cold. The floor seems to be on a slant, but I’m not sure if it’s meant to be that way or if this part of the building has sunk into the sand.

The water is up to my knees when Tech lets out a sharp gasp, startling me.

“Look,” he says, shining his flashlight on the far wall.

When I follow the light, I can see a rusted set of bars, half covered in grime. The thick vertical lines, the room behind it. “This is a jail,” I murmur. Tech nods his agreement.

As we move closer to investigate, I examine the cell on the other side of the bars, small with metal beds clamped to the wall. There’s a square opening near the ceiling, which appears to have once been a window, but now it’s packed tight with sand, sealed shut.

The room can’t be more than five feet wide, maybe less. Just standing in front if it now makes my skin crawl. I try to imagine someone locked inside, trapped in the cramped darkness with no hope. It’s suffocating. Miserable.

“This isn’t Rum Runner Island,” Tech says, as if he’s finally admitting it to himself.

“It’s not Rum Runner,” I agree, disappointed. I reach out to put my hand on his arm, and he sighs heavily, rolling his head as he looks at me. It’s been a long day for all of us. “At least we found a creepy jail, right?” I say, offering him a smile. “Maybe we can work this into one of our tours.”

He chuckles a small laugh. “Yes, tourists do love the smell of rotting fish.”

“We’ll have Shawn lead it,” I suggest, turning back to look in the cell again.

Although we didn’t find what we were looking for, this is still interesting. This is still something. It doesn’t help solve any of our actual problems, but a day when we don’t start new ones is also a good thing.

As if curious, Tech steps into the open jail cell, water swirling around his legs. He’s massive in the space, having to keep his head lowered so it doesn’t touch the ceiling. His light bounces around the room, reflecting off the bed frame and illuminating the sand-filled window.

“People were tiny back then,” he says, running his hand along the edge of the bed. His voice echoes strangely in the cell.

“For real,” I say, swinging the door halfway closed with a loud screech that makes me flinch. “Can you imagine being trapped in here for years?”

Tech comes back over to the bars, gripping them with both hands. “Officer, let me out!” he calls in mock seriousness. “I’m innocent.”

I laugh, and it sounds shaky in the stale air. Tech meets my eyes, a moment of vulnerability there. We’ve been through a lot together; he helped through my mother’s death—held me as I cried. And now I ache for him and his loss.

“I’m sorry,” I say, sliding my hand over his through the bars.

“I really wanted this to be it,” he whispers like a secret. The words break my heart, and I nod in response. I wish this was it too. I really do.

He squeezes my hand once, but just as he goes to back up, Tech’s foot catches on something under the water. He stumbles, grabbing the bars to steady himself.

There’s a loud click.

For a moment, we both freeze. There is no way. There is no way that—

Tech pushes against the door. It rattles.

Then he pushes again. Harder, but nothing.

His eyes lift to mine, suddenly sharp. “Open the door,” he says, calm. Flat.

“Yeah, of course,” I say quickly, moving to pull it. But the second my fingers wrap around the bar, I feel it—resistance. The cold steel doesn’t give. I yank again, swallowing down my dread. “It’s fine,” I murmur. To myself? To Tech? I’m not sure.

“Noa,” he snaps. “Don’t fuck around. Open it.”

“I am!” I say, tugging with both hands now. “It’s… it’s just stuck.”

Tech grabs the bars from the inside, shaking them. “What the hell?” His voice is ragged, frightened. “Noa!”

“I’m trying!” I yell, my words cracking. “It’s not moving.”

He takes a step back, his face going slack. “I can’t believe this,” he whispers, and then louder, “Am I locked in a 1920’s jail cell? Get me out!”

We both start yanking, pulling, shaking the door as if we can undo a hundred years of steel and salt and pressure with just our adrenaline and anger. The door doesn’t budge.

“Stand back,” Tech growls, and I scramble away. He begins to slam his foot into the bars. The sound rings out, a metallic gong, but the door stays closed.

Another kick. And another.

Still nothing.

I can barely breathe. The water swirls around my legs like it’s rising with each second we’re down here. I’m so scared, helpless.

“What do we do?” I ask, my voice small.

Tech turns, eyes locked on the window high on the back wall. “That,” he says. “We try that.”

He plunges his fingers into the sand that fills the frame, digging and yanking it away. But the moment he tears through the first layer, there is wet, sucking sound—a pressure released.

Seawater begins to filter in.

“Wait!” I shout, but it’s already too late.

It’s only then that I understand where the water is coming from. This part of the building is already submerged. The sand was keeping the water out.

What starts as a trickle of water turns into a steady pour, then a flow. The water rushes in like from a fire hose. I pull on the door, tears stinging my eyes as I work desperately to save him.

“Oh shit,” Tech says. He drops to the floor, scooping up sand to try to shove back in the parts he gouged out of the window. “No, no, no…” he murmurs desperately, over and over.

But it’s useless. He can’t stop it.

I yank wildly on the bars, my hands raw and burning. I scream for help. I scream for Shawn. The metal doesn’t move. The water is at my thighs now.

“Uh, Noa,” Tech says, his voice breaking. “You’d better think of something. Fast. We’ve got maybe fifteen minutes before I’m underwater.”

He comes over, and I grip his hands through the bars again, both of us shaking in the cold, in the darkness. And my pulse pounds in my ears as the water starts to swallow us up.





CHAPTER SIX

—JAMIE

The sheriff’s station is quiet as we walk inside to report that my boat is missing. Jordan approaches the desk clerk, and he tells us to have a seat and wait for the sheriff. Jordan pauses there, seeming embarrassed by the dismissal, but then she walks proudly toward the chairs in the back.

I assumed having Jordan with me would help speed up the process, but the officer doesn’t seem impressed or intimidated by her—which is kind of surprising. Maybe even a little refreshing. I thought the Augustus Resort had pretty much taken over the entire town at this point.

Jordan sits outside the sheriff’s door, and I take a spot next to her in the hard plastic chairs. Looking around the station, it’s incredibly small—just three desks plus the sheriff’s actual office. The fluorescent lights above the entrance flicker and the air conditioner rattles in the window. It smells like burned tires, like old gym mats. Doesn’t appear that they’re working with a very big budget around here.

Just a few months ago, I was sitting in a much larger police station with my head throbbing and my body tense as I waited for my parents to pick me up. Turns out, sneaking away from your prestigious boarding school to go to a party at the local college is frowned upon, especially when you set off the fire alarm sprinklers while trying to get back inside. It didn’t go on my permanent record, but it did, in fact, get me kicked out of school. Which is why I finished my degree online, sabotaging years of gathering gold stars for my Ivy League applications.

Sitting here now, I’m starting to get a little anxious. How long before my parents notice I’m gone? What if they notice the boat is gone? I check my phone and see that I haven’t missed any calls, so that has to be a good sign.

Hoping for a distraction, I turn to Jordan as she swipes aimlessly through her phone apps, looking painfully bored. She’s out of place here, too elegant, too stiff.

“Thank you, by the way,” I tell her, drawing her attention. “I really appreciate this.”

“It’s fine,” she says with a shrug. “I wasn’t doing anything anyway.”

I watch her for a moment before nodding my thanks again. Since lunch, Jordan has returned to her old self, the vulnerable girl staring at the breadbasket now safely tucked away. She’s back to being fake, although “fake” feels too harsh. She’s polished. Personally, I like her better without all the shine.

The front door of the station swings opens wildly, and suddenly, there’s a flurry of movement, shouts and stomping feet. A group of teenagers is being ushered inside, escorted by two officers and the sheriff himself. And they’ve got their hands full.

“Oh great,” Jordan mutters.

The dark-haired girl in the front of the group is clearly hyped up, looking like she’s ready to fight someone. A small smile pulls at the corners of my mouth when I see her.

“Let go of him,” she shouts at one of the officers as another holds her arm. “Tech should be at the hospital, not here. This is negligence. I’m filing a complaint.” She yanks away from the officer’s grasp and tries to pull the other one off her friend.

“Knock it off,” the sheriff tells the girl firmly. To my surprise, she does quiet down, staring daggers at him instead. He takes out a notepad, flipping through the pages.

A phone rings loudly, echoing around the room. As one of the officers snatches the receiver off the desk, he looks warily at the kid in the glasses, as if anticipating that it’s about him. For his part, Tech really does seem shell-shocked by the entire thing. His clothes are filthy, soaked in what looks like mud all the way up to his chin. He literally looks like someone dragged him out of the marsh.

The other girl, a blonde in a baseball cap, walks over to sit at one the desks. An officer chases behind her, trying to keep up. Once there, the girl reaches over to take a sip out of the guy’s coffee mug.

“Shawn,” he says in exasperation, and snatches it back from her.

Jordan shifts uncomfortably beside me, her posture rigid. “And now we get to spend our afternoon with the Chasers,” she announces. “Awesome.” She holds herself up, as if pretending they don’t exist.

But they aren’t making it easy on her. Shawn turns and locks eyes with Jordan. When she does, she blows a kiss in her direction—sweet, mockingly innocent—and in the same breath, flips her off.

Jordan’s eyes narrow for just a moment, but she doesn’t bite. She doesn’t flinch. Her lips press into a tight line, and I can almost see the walls go up around her. It’s a type of protection.

“Delinquents,” Jordan murmurs. Her voice is tight, but there’s more underneath it—something deeper. Fear or frustration. She thinks she’s better than them. She doesn’t hate them because they’re rough around the edges. She hates them because they make her feel powerless, and she doesn’t do powerless. It’s clear they know how to press her buttons, and they do it on purpose.

I watch as Jordan begins to twist her bracelet again, a nervous twitch. I can’t help but wonder why she cares so much. She’s got enough to deal with from her mother. I have no idea why she’d let a group of locals get under her skin.

As I try to make sense of the situation, I turn back to this group of misfits. In my mind, I can’t stop hearing my father warn me about the type of people I should surround myself with. Yeah, these guys are definitely at the top of the avoid list. Which I always liked about them.

The sheriff’s voice cuts through my thoughts. “Let’s go,” he says, sounding frustrated as he takes the arm of the shouty dark-haired girl and leads her toward his office.

On the way past us, the girl’s eyes pause on mine. I feel the weight of her gaze, like she’s sizing me up. And for a second, I wonder what she sees. But then her eyes drift past me like I’m not even really here. Like I’m invisible. It stings a little. Maybe a lot.

She walks into the office with the sheriff, and the door closes with a soft click. Now contained, the precinct falls into an uneasy quiet. It’s actually quite unsettling. I feel like I’ve missed something important. I wonder what they did to end up here.

“I need some air,” Jordan says, slipping her phone into her purse as she gets up. “I’ll be outside. Just text me when you’re done.”

“Oh,” I say surprised. “Do you want me to—?”

“No,” she says, without waiting to hear the rest. She strides through the office, her back straight and confident. She and the Chasers aggressively ignore one another on her way past them.

Suddenly, the sheriff’s door flies open, and the girl comes stomping out, slamming it closed behind her. She’s barefoot and sun-kissed and half covered in dried sand. She drops down in the seat directly next to me, the legs of the chair screeching and sand flinging over my feet. The office door opens back up, and the sheriff appears.

“Stay there,” he tells her sternly. She turns away from him. The short man in the gray uniform glances at me, but doesn’t break character to acknowledge that I’m waiting for him.

The sheriff goes back inside his office, slamming the door once again. The entire precinct seems to hold its breath. Even I’m struck silent. The girl leans back against the chair, her shoulder just an inch from mine. We sit quietly. There are several open seats on either side of us, but neither of us gets up to move.

Finally, I turn to her. She’s literally gorgeous. She’s a breath of salt and vanilla. Her skin is deeply tanned with dots of freckles over her nose, her eyes a browner shade of hazel—and I’m just going to say it—she really is a siren. She always has been.

“Hi, Noa,” I say simply.

She turns to me, annoyed. “So you’re friends with Jordan Miles now?” she says like an accusation.

I’m not entirely sure how to answer at first, but I think Jordan and I have turned a corner.

“Yeah,” I say. I motion to the people she came in with. “And seems you’re all as tight as ever?” At that moment, Shawn puts her muddy sneakers up on the officer’s desk in an act of defiance. Irritated, the guy swats her legs away, telling her to behave.

Noa smiles. “Best friends,” she replies.

“I’m glad to hear it,” I say. We fall quiet again.

“So… how are you?” she asks after a few minutes. “It’s been a long time.”

“Two years,” I say. She nods, eyes narrowed.

“Two years,” she repeats flatly. Coldly, as if letting me know it’s too long to ever come back from.

That was the last time I saw her. Saying goodbye on the beach, promising to meet her the next day. Flying back to Connecticut instead and never answering her calls. I’m not proud of how I handled it, but my life imploded. She wasn’t the only thing I lost that summer.

“Well,” Noa says with a shrug. “You should know that you can do better than Jordan Miles.”

I fight back my smile, appreciating the compliment. She tilts her head.

“Don’t you even want to know why I’m in here?” she blurts out as if she’s been waiting for me to ask.

I shrug. “I’m a little curious.”

“My friends and I needed a boat,” she says. “It was an emergency.”

I’m a bit stunned, holding my expression still, even as my blood pressure starts to rise.

“We weren’t stealing it,” she continues, oblivious to my darkening mood. “We fully planned to return it before anyone noticed—but shit went sideways. Clearly,” she adds, motioning around to the police station.

“Clearly,” I repeat, my voice tight.

“And sure,” she adds. “The boat got a little damaged, but it’s not like the owner can’t afford to fix it, right? I mean, there’s a thing called insurance.”

I swallow hard. “How badly damaged?” I ask.

“Barely a dent,” she says, measuring an inch with her fingertips. “It’s fine.”

Although I’m relieved that the damage sounds minor, it still sucks. I’m trying to think of who I know around town that can fix a boat when Noa starts talking again.

“This was a onetime thing,” she defends. “I never do stuff like this, but today… those assholes from the resort crossed a line. You have to understand,” she says earnestly, “I would never steal—borrow,” she corrects, “from someone who didn’t deserve it.”

“But you didn’t know who the boat belonged to,” I reply, annoyed.

“Are you worried it belonged to Jordan?” she asks as if I’m missing the point. “Because it doesn’t—her family partners with the huge dock down at Sunset. And listen, don’t judge me. It’s not that bad. Shawn and Tech wanted to take the yacht, but I convinced them to take the smaller boat. I was responsible.”

“That’s one way of looking at it,” I say. The yacht actually belongs to my father, so either way, she was screwing over my family.

“So you stole a boat,” I say, wanting the rest of the story. “I hope you did something fun with it, at least.”

“Uh, sure,” she replies, widening her eyes. “I got Tech locked in a Prohibition-era jail where he nearly drowned. Luckily, the coast guard was close by and got him out in time. Let’s just say it’s been a busy day.”

“Sounds it. Same here, though,” I tell her.

She furrows her brow, looking me over. “Yeah?” she asks, curious. “Big day at the fancy resort? How did you end up in Sheriff Dipshit’s precinct?”

“Turns out,” I say, leaning toward her, “someone stole my boat. Weird, right?”

She stares at me, red rising on her cheeks. After a moment, she actually looks pissed at me for telling her. “You serious?” she asks. “It was your boat? When did you get a fucking boat?”

“The Sweet Caroline,” I say. “All mine.”

The door to the sheriff’s office opens again, and he comes out to impatiently wave Noa back inside. She gets up, but before she leaves, she turns to me and shrugs apologetically.

“I didn’t know it was your boat,” she offers. When I don’t respond, she fixes her jaw in a pissed-off expression. “Whatever,” she says, and shakes her head. “You do you, Jamie. Like you always have.”

My heart drops. Her voice is cold, detached, and somehow that hurts worse than if she yelled at me.

“Yeah,” I agree sarcastically. “Well, it’s too bad you stole and wrecked my boat, or I could have taken you out for a ride.”

The sheriff curses under his breath and reaches to take Noa’s arm, pulling her inside the office. “Stop talking to the victim,” he warns her in a hushed tone, sounding like a worried parent.

When he turns back to me, the sheriff looks older than I remember—the lines around his eyes cut deeper, exhaustion seeming to cling to him.

“James Matthews,” he says, more tired than surprised to see me again.

“Jamie,” I correct quietly.

He nods slowly, his gaze traveling over me. “Right,” he murmurs. “You always hated the formal stuff. Haven’t seen you since you stopped coming around the Surf Shack.”

I lower my eyes, not sure how much he knows.

He sighs through his entire body. “Anyway,” he adds. “Your boat is impounded for now, but we’re working on getting it released from the coast guard. You should be able to pick it up at the dock tomorrow.”

There’s a pause, as if he’s weighing every word before saying it.

“Now, we can file an official report,” he continues. “Or you can go through insurance. Restitution is on the table too, if you want it. Your call, but—”

“No charges,” I cut in. “I just want my boat back.”

“Understood,” he replies quickly, seeming relieved. “You’ll have it back tomorrow.” He hesitates, then adds, “That’s really decent of you.”

He gives me a short nod, then turns and disappears into his office, the door clicking shut behind him.

Decent. I’m glad he thinks so, although my motivations aren’t really centered around being decent to the people who stole my boat. Less paperwork means less chance my father will find out it was ever missing. Inside the office, voices start to rise as Noa and the sheriff shout at each other.

I stand up, glancing at the door. I can’t believe Noa tried to sound innocent, as if I’m some tourist who doesn’t know any better. I’ve been around for wild nights with the Chasers before, so I’m not clueless. And it is definitely not the first time she’s stolen a boat.

Walking toward the desk, I see Shawn watching me with a smirk. She quickly averts her gaze when I catch her.

“Don’t bother saying anything,” I call to her, and she covers her smile with her palm. “I have every right to be mad at her right now.”

She holds up her hands in surrender, but I know exactly what she was thinking. She’s wrong. Noa is the one who messed up this time, and it doesn’t matter that I used to be in love with her.





CHAPTER SEVEN

—NOA

James Matthews. I can’t believe Jamie is back in my town, and more than that, I can’t believe I accidently stole his boat. It’s strange to see him, a mix of anger and nostalgia. Butterflies and tears. Endless tears. And sure, maybe I would be more regretful if I hadn’t seen him cozied up with Jordan Miles. What a traitor.

“Noa, are you even listening to me?” the sheriff demands.

I look across the desk, the air between us thick with tension. The lights hum, casting everything in a yellowish glow. Sheriff Castillo—my uncle—is suffocating me with his disappointment.

When we were growing up, he was our favorite uncle—the one who’d tell stories about my mom’s wild teen years or beat my dad in a game of cards on the dock. I remember him tossing me and Ellis around in the ocean when we were little, his easy charm making everything feel lighter. He never seemed to take life too seriously, always ready with a quick joke. But now, that softness feels like it’s been swallowed up by his uniform, his duty, and the lines he’s drawn between us. The sheriff I see now, the one who’s too busy to look for my brother or care about the things that really matter, feels like a stranger.

“What the hell were you thinking?” the sheriff demands, leaning across his desk. “Your father is going to kill you.”

I sit back in the chair, crossing my arms over my chest. I’m supposed to be talking my way out of this, but I’m too angry. I just can’t decide if I’m mad at him, mad at myself, or both.

“We were thinking it was time for a change,” I tell him. “I know you see how the Collective treats us. How they’ve always treated us.” His eyes weaken slightly. “So,” I add, “we decided to do something about it.”

“Like what?” the sheriff asks. “Get locked up on a random island in the Everglades? You all could have died.”

I also could have died on the roof today, and I debate telling him about Creed coming to Tech’s house. Throwing a bottle and cutting my arm. Or the fact that he’s been coming back every year to harass the Mendez family.

But I don’t bring it up. I’ve tried to get my uncle’s help before and it always just seems to make things worse. He pays a visit, and then the Collective retaliates. A vicious circle.

“We were looking for Rum Runner Island,” I admit instead. His eyes widen at the mention. “Once we find it,” I continue, “we’re going to prove that what happened at the Starline Hotel wasn’t Gabriel’s fault. The truth will change things around here. And it’s about damn time.”

The sheriff’s jaw tightens. “You really think going after the Collective—the Augustus Resort,” he corrects, “is a good idea? Noa, their lawyers have lawyers. They have senators in their pockets. They are quite literally untouchable, and you think—”

This is exactly why I didn’t tell him about Creed. It’s like… he’s on their side more than ours. I shake my head, fighting back my frustration. I keep my voice steady, but the weight of everything sits on my shoulders.

“This is about your sheriff’s election?” I ask.

He scoffs, looking deeply offended. “Oh, don’t do that.” He points at me. “You know this isn’t about getting votes.”

“Then what is it about?” I snap. “Because you’re just watching the Collective cheat us out of our homes, our businesses—and you do nothing. And we’re up next. The Surf Shack is barely scraping by. I’m not going to let that happen,” I say stubbornly. “It was my mother’s dream, and I’m not letting them take it away from us!”

At the mention of my mother, silence fills the room. The sheriff’s eyes flicker to the window behind me, like he’s somewhere else. Somewhere far away.

“You think your mother’s dream was the Shack?” he asks, his voice low. “Or was it the family? Was the dream about being together?” When he looks at me again, I can see that he misses his sister. He misses Ellis. He misses me and the way things used to be around Cape Hope.

“In that case,” I say, the grief flooding in, “we’ve failed her on that front too. Our family is barely standing. Who’s going to leave us next?”

His gaze softens for a moment, but then the sheriff rubs roughly at his face. And there it is, the rift between us. The impasse. This is about my brother.

Because I can’t shake the fear that something happened to Ellis. I don’t believe he abandoned us, no matter how many people claim that he did. Whenever I tried to convince myself, I came back to the belief that my brother would never willingly leave us.

“He’s still out there,” I say quietly, expecting pushback. And right on cue, the sheriff sighs, deep and heavy.

“Ellis ran away, Noa,” he says simply. “He just left.”

“But how do you know?” I demand. My anger flashes again, desperate to be heard. “You didn’t even look for him!”

“Yes, I did,” he yells back. “I did,” he adds quieter. “But… after a while, your father told me to let him go. Ellis is nineteen—he had the right to walk away. Your dad said we should give him some peace.”

Let him go. The words echo in my head, banging against my temples.

“And you just gave up,” I murmur helplessly.

I can’t really blame the sheriff, though. Other than my gut, there’s no reason to think my brother did anything other than leave us. He took his money and his personal items. He even locked the door on the way out. I’m the only one who thinks otherwise.

I consider what Shawn told me on the boat today, about Felix. I’m not sure if this helps or hurts my theory, but at this point, I just need to know what really happened to Ellis.

“Did you hear about Felix Mancini?” I ask, bouncing my leg as I wait for his response. “I heard he’s missing.”

My uncle swallows hard, but keeps his eyes down as he begins to move around papers on his desk. “There has been some communication from the family, yes,” he says like I’m a random reporter. “At this time, it appears he’s run away.”

“That seems to happen a lot in your town.”

His eyes snap up to mine like he wants to fight about it, but instead, his lips purse together tightly as if he’s holding something back. He breathes slowly and then nods to me. “We are looking for Felix,” he says calmly.

“Do you think he’s with Ellis?” I ask, wanting him to feel the same.

My uncle shrugs like he hopes so. Which isn’t encouraging. He should know. He’s the damn sheriff.

We sit in silence for a moment, and then my uncle is back to business. He begins filling out a form with my name at the top, occasionally glancing up at me, his anger faded to sympathy. This is the first time we’ve spoken in months.

“You know,” he says. “You’re lucky that kid out there doesn’t want to press charges against you and your friends.”

“Yeah,” I say, watching him fill out the incident report. “It must be nice to not give a shit.”



It’s just after five when Tech’s mom parks behind the Surf Shack to drop me off. She is, in a word, furious. She called the station after hearing from some of the locals that we’d been arrested. Luckily, we were not under arrest, but I’m pretty sure Tech will be under Angela’s watchful eye for the next few weeks.

I murmur a thank-you, to which Angela doesn’t respond. She stares straight ahead like she can’t even look at me right now. She has the whole “disappointed parent” thing perfected; it cuts deep.

I glance across the backseat at Shawn, but her hat is pulled down over her eyes. There’s a bruise on her chest from hitting the steering wheel, darkening to an angry purple color. All in all, it’s been a pretty terrible day.

Wearily, I get out of the car and start toward the Shack. I’m here alone. Or at least, I’m supposed to be. My footsteps slow when I notice the tool bag on the porch—my father’s bag that he’d taken with him this morning. Uh-oh.

The sheriff let us all off with a warning today, thanks to Jamie not pressing charges. Honestly, it was the least he owed me. But now that I’m home, it doesn’t appear I got off free and clear.

I glance around the littered beach, the beach I should have cleaned today in preparation for tourists, and wonder what exactly I’m about to walk into. I’m usually pretty good at dodging trouble, so I’m not typically on this end of the argument.

Before I can think too much deeper, the screen door of the Shack opens and my father leans against the doorframe, holding a can of orange soda.

“Hello, Noa,” he says in a sort of controlled anger. “Busy day in Cape Hope?” He takes a loud sip from his can.

My father is on the smaller side, about five foot six with shaggy, salt-and-pepper hair, forever donning his royal-blue Surf Shack T-shirt. After years on the ocean, his skin is the color of warm leather with a permanent shadow of black stubble along his chin. Like Angela, he is also fluent in “disappointed parent.”

“I can explain,” I state calmly, holding up my hands.

He offers a sardonic smile but doesn’t stop me. He waits to hear what I have to say. I can’t read his expression. This is so much worse than yelling, and it’s the not knowing that makes me defensive.

“I’ll save you the trouble,” I say, admonishing myself before he can. “I broke your trust. I endangered my friends, myself, and our business. I won’t do it again, but you should still… ground me or something. I deserve it. I’m sorry, Dad.”

He waits a beat before taking another sip of his drink. He steps outside, and the screen door slams against the frame behind him. My dad nods to me.

“You know what I like about our father-daughter relationship?” he starts. “You always take responsibility for your actions. I don’t have to punish you—I never have. Even when you were a little kid, if you did something wrong, you’d take yourself to your room. You’d give me your toys and say you shouldn’t be allowed to play with them. You’ve made my job too easy, Noa. Which”—he pauses—“is why this stupidity was really next-level for you. I mean…” His cool drops slightly. “What the hell were you thinking?”

“You sound like Sheriff Castillo,” I say.

“Oh, trust me,” my father says. “I’m way more pissed than your uncle.”

“I’ll go to my room right now,” I offer. I start to walk toward the Shack when he laughs.

“Not so fast, kid,” he says. “Stay out here. We need to talk.”

I glance around, the air so sticky with humidity that it’s a little hard to breathe. The sky has grown cloudy, making the early evening murky and gray—as if it’s also disappointed in me.

And maybe I’m just stalling, but suddenly the sand on my legs itches uncontrollably and I have to brush it off where I can. Then the cuts on my arm burn, and I run my hand over my sleeve to tame them. When I finally look at my dad again, he’s waiting at the counter of the Surf Shack with his elbows leaned on top.

“You done?” he asks.

It strikes me then that he looks older. Tired. Worn down. My guilt is heavy, and I drop the pretenses and walk over to stand next to him. With all we’ve been through, my dad has always been my rock. Even if he’s been absent lately, I know it’s because he’s working hard to keep it all together. Since Ellis left, we’ve both had to pick up the slack around here. And ignore the gaping hole his absence has left in our lives.

“I’m sorry, Dad,” I tell him, bumping my shoulder into his. “I’m sorry to stress you out.”

“Was it your idea?” he asks, looking sideways at me. His dark eyes are glassy, creased along the sides.

“No,” I say honestly. I’m relieved when he doesn’t ask why. Judging by the sheriff’s response earlier, I highly doubt my father would see it much differently. Truth is, most Chasers won’t go against the Collective. Not anymore.

My father finishes his soda before crushing the can and tossing it in the recycling bin. He sighs heavily before burying his head in his hands, rubbing roughly at his hair. I realize that something is wrong.

“What happened?” I ask. “Did the storm—?”

“It’s the resort,” my father says before straightening up. “They’ve lobbied the mayor to add more licensing restrictions, ones that affect us specifically.”

“Again?” I ask. “They can’t do that. We’ve done everything by the book. We could be charging twice as much, but they tied our hands so they’re the only ones making a profit.”

“That is the tactic,” he agrees. “Suffocating us until we move, or…” He winces. “Or until we sell to them.”

“Never,” I say easily. But when my father doesn’t respond right away, there is a sinking feeling in my gut. “Dad,” I press. “Never, right?”

“Yeah,” he says, distractedly. “Never.”

I don’t believe him. The idea of my dad selling the Surf Shack, our family’s business, is absurd. I’m obviously not the only one who has had a bad day.

“Listen, we’ll be fine,” I assure him. “Whatever costs they’re raising, we’ll weather it. We always do.”

He doesn’t agree this time, and instead stares out at the rolling waves. He looks lost. If I’m honest, I think he’s been lost since my mother died, but it used to make him more stubborn about not selling the Surf Shack. Now, I think it’s slowly dragging him out to sea.

“Those bastards will never set foot on our side of the beach,” he would tell me and Ellis over dinner. “Your mother would haunt me for the rest of my life if I let that happen. So cheers to the Collective. May they forever eat shit!”

“Cheers!”

It was the three of us against the world. But then I woke up one more morning and Ellis was gone. And with him, some of our hope.

I look at the looming resort on the hill. I hear the clinking of plates and glasses, even from here, carried down on the breeze. They are setting up for dinner service on the terrace, overlooking the water and our little Shack. It must burn them up that they can’t own it all. We’re the last holdouts on Paradise Beach.

“They’ve increased their offer,” my father says so low that it’s barely a whisper. “They say it’s final.”

“Good,” I reply, swinging to face him. “That means we won’t have to keep saying no. I hope you told them to eat shit?”

He pauses. “Not this time.”

My skin tingles with oncoming tears. The waves crash louder than before in my ears, the humidity more sweltering. “What do you mean?” I murmur. “Tell me you didn’t accept.”

“Not yet,” he replies. “But… I told them I would consider it.”

“And then what?” I ask, fighting the tightness in my voice. “We give them our business, our beach, our home? Hell, Dad, did you offer up Mom’s old clothes, too? They might as well take everything.”

“Hey,” he warns. “Don’t disrespect your mother.”

“Me?” I say back. “You’re the one who wants to sell her home.”

This wounds him, and as I watch him recoil, I’m sucker punched with guilt. But I don’t let up. I’m trying to save us.

“Mom loved this place.” I motion around us. “Her hands helped build this business too. Would you really let them tear it down?” I ask.

“You don’t understand, Noa,” my father says quietly. “We… we’re failing. The business is failing and we’re broke.”

“Summer just started,” I say. “You know it’s always bad in the offseason.”

“Not like this,” he says. “With the debt and the new regulations, even if we got the same amount of tourists this year as last season, which is doubtful, we won’t make our budget, let alone a profit.”

“Then we’ll sell more surf lessons this summer. I will work harder, sell harder.”

“Life shouldn’t be this much work,” my father says. “Not at your age. This isn’t your fight. Your brother knew that.”

I flinch, lowering my eyes. My father blames himself for my brother leaving; he always has. He thinks he worked him too hard, pushed him too far.

“We’re not giving up on the Surf Shack,” I say, glancing up at him. “At least let us have the summer to turn it around.”

“We just started the season in debt, thanks to your stunt today,” he says. “Boat repairs and city fees.”

That one hurts. “I know,” I say. “But I’m going to work harder. You watch—tomorrow we’ll have this place packed.”

“We have until the end of the month to decide,” my father says, almost like he hadn’t heard me at all. “Unless one of us hits the lottery, Noa, I don’t see another path forward. And yes, it does break my heart to disappoint your mother.” His voice cracks. “But I have to do right by you, too. You deserve better.”

“I stole and wrecked a boat,” I point out. “I really don’t deserve shit.”

He smiles, a bit of levity returned. His spirit is still broken, though. He murmurs good night and heads back inside the Shack.

I stay on the beach, looking out at the scattering of driftwood, broken planks, and seaweed. It’s a mess. I’m sure my friends would sneak out tonight to help if I asked them, but like my father said, I punish myself when I screw up. Besides, I don’t want them to see me cry.

And with that, I tie up my hair in a bun, and I grab the rake and a trash bin to clean up the beach myself.





CHAPTER EIGHT

—JAMIE

My bedsheets are crumpled up in the corner of the mattress as I stare up at the ceiling, the air too humid to move. When I got home last night, I didn’t tell my parents about the stolen boat. I was too scared they would blame me, even though I had nothing to do with it. But since I’m trying to regain their trust, rebuild our relationship, it doesn’t seem like a good idea to immediately get us all involved in a police matter—my fault or not.

And then, of course, there was Noa. Sitting there stubborn and defiant. Angry. Fucking beautiful. She clearly hates me now, which I deserve. To be honest, I’m pretty sure she would have stolen the boat even if she knew it was mine, or maybe because of it.

My heart starts to ache in that way again, that disappointment and regret. I rub at my chest like I can physically push it away. It doesn’t work. Instead, I decide to focus on my anger. It’s easier.

Noa stole my boat. She and her friends committed grand larceny, and then she had the audacity to blame me for it. But this time I’m the one in the right. I’m the one who gets to be mad.

I sit up and sigh out my frustration. No, I lose either way. Because no matter what, I hate being on the opposite side of her.

“James,” my mother calls from the living room. She sounds elated, which is concerning. It’s that high-pitched politeness that mothers reserve for phone calls and cocktail parties. “James, come out here, please.”

Hesitantly, I get out of bed and step into a pair of shorts and yank my T-shirt over my head. When I open the door, the air is much cooler outside my stuffy room.

As I walk into the living room, I pause, a bit startled. My mother smiles winningly, and standing next to her is Jordan Miles. Jordan’s wearing a flowing white dress, her bikini strings tied behind her neck. I glance over to where my sister is lounging on the couch, riveted by the impending conversation. I give her a warning glare to not embarrass me before turning back to Jordan.

“Hey, Jordan,” I say. “How’s it going?” For a moment, I worry that Jordan told my mother about the police station, but I quickly push that idea aside. She’s not the type to snitch to parents.

“I’m good,” Jordan says, and it all sounds a bit rehearsed. “I bumped into your mother in the lobby, and she told me that you didn’t have any plans today.”

I glance at my mother, who has no idea what my plans are any day, including this one.

“Wasn’t that nice of her,” I say, turning back to Jordan.

“Right?” Jordan replies. “Well, then I figured that since Hailey and I were going surfing with Matteo this morning, maybe you’d want to come along.”

“Oh,” I say, surprised to hear his name. Slightly annoyed. “Matteo’s back?”

She smiles widely. “Yes, thank god,” she says. “Things were getting boring around here.”

“You should go,” my mother cuts in, taking a step toward me. “There’s no point sitting at the resort. Have fun. Be young.”

I’m a bit amused. Who is this woman? She’s being so fake in front of Jordan that she deserves an Oscar. “Be young?” I repeat, and she stifles a laugh knowing that I see right through her act. But she likes Jordan—or more specifically, she likes Jordan for me. A good match, in her opinion.

“I’m not really a surfer,” I tell Jordan, just trying to set the right expectations.

“It’s not a problem.” She waves me off. “I don’t even go in the water. It’s mostly just Matteo out there.”

Watching Matteo Mancini surf isn’t high on my wish list, but at this point, I can’t really refuse without a good reason. “Sounds great,” I say politely. “I’ll just… I’ll go get changed.”

Jordan flashes a smile, seeming pleased. As I turn around, I catch my sister scrunching up her nose at me, as if saying she doesn’t approve. Astrid doesn’t like Jordan? Or maybe she’s picking up on the fact that I don’t want to go. Either way, I wink at her and head to my room to change. Behind me, my mother gushes to Jordan about the resort and how beautiful our suite turned out.



The sun feels too hot on my skin as Jordan and I step outside. The heat is thick, the kind that makes the air wave like steam. We walk the narrow path toward Paradise Beach, the surfing area a ways down from the dock, which is a good thing. I don’t think I can handle running into Noa right now. Not with Jordan.

On the way, the sand is dotted with sprouts of grass, wild and untamed. Compared to the perfectly manicured lawns of the resort, this is a refreshing change—liking stepping out of a virtual world and into something real.

Jordan and I fall into a quiet rhythm, the sound of the ocean waves crashing in the background. I glance sideways at her and notice that she seems tense, her movements jerky.

“You okay?” I ask.

She adjusts the strap of her beach bag. “Of course,” she replies. “Just thinking.” Her voice is thin, as though she’s testing out the words.

“Fair enough,” I say. “But for the record, you sound nervous.”

Jordan looks at me for a beat, then forces a smile. “I’m fine, Jamie,” she repeats, though it’s more like a quiet plea for me to leave it alone.

I let the moment pass, and a few seconds later, two figures appear down the path. Jordan squeals in delight.

I recognize Hailey immediately, her pale skin nearly blending with the white-sand background. She’s wearing an old-fashioned yellow bathing suit with ruffles, vintage pinup style. Her red hair is twisted in a long braid over her shoulder.

Beside her, Matteo Mancini walks with an easy confidence, his chin raised as he approaches. His eyes scan me briefly, probably judging if I’ll fit in with his group. He reminds me of his father, although not nearly as short. But he has a presence, an ego—an intimidation factor. Over the years, we’ve never really spoken—never had a reason to.

Now, though, I’m very curious as to how well he knows Noa.

Jordan runs up to wrap her arms around him in a hug. Matteo lifts her off her feet, then sets her down gently. She turns back to me, smiling brightly.

“Matteo, you remember Jamie, right?” she announces as if offering me up for approval.

I extend my hand. “How’s it going?” I say to him.

Matteo takes my hand in a firm grip that feels more like a challenge, and it kind of pisses me off. Still, I keep my composure. His dark eyes are steady, not unfriendly, but definitely not warm. It’s a bit tense.

“Brent Matthews’s kid,” he says with a slight nod, his voice low. “Yeah, I know who you are.”

I try to hide my discomfort and flash a smile. “Yep, that’s me,” I say.

He leans back on his heels, getting another look at me. “Where have you been the last few years?” he asks. “I haven’t seen you around in a while.”

I keep the tone light. “School,” I say, but the word tastes bitter as it leaves my mouth. It wasn’t exactly my choice to be there. “Out in Virginia,” I add. Tightness crowds my chest, and I flex my hand as if it can distract my body.

Matteo nods, his eyes flickering between me and Jordan. “Good to see you, Jamie,” he says. It’s a neutral statement—no warmth, no coldness. Just there.

“Yeah, you too,” I reply.

Jordan loops her arm through Matteo’s and they continue down the path toward the beach, Hailey trotting behind them and struggling to keep up.

“How are you?” Jordan asks Matteo, her voice softer, more familiar, as she nudges his shoulder.

“Been a crazy few days,” Matteo admits. “I don’t really want to talk about him,” he murmurs, a hint of frustration creeping into his voice.

“Your cousin?” Hailey asks, inserting herself into the conversation. Matteo looks back at her, a flash of irritation crossing his face before he notices that I’m watching. He quickly masks it with a more composed expression.

“Yes, Hailey,” he says. “Felix ran off. Right in the middle of the night, he just… left without a word. Didn’t even pack a bag. My aunt is losing her mind, and my father… well, he’s pissed, as you can imagine. He expects more from the family. But…” He shrugs his indifference but it seems calculated. “What can you do?”

Felix ran away? It’s been a few years, but I remember him. I mean, we hung out a bunch of times. He was cool. Neither of us got along with our families, choosing beach life instead. I hope he’s all right.

“In my opinion,” Hailey offers, “your father should have cut him off when he started hanging out with that Chaser. Check if there’s money missing, and then he’ll have his answer.”

Jordan nods along, but I’m annoyed at the insinuation. Yes, a group of Chasers stole my boat yesterday—and I’m still mad about it—but it’s unfair to brand an entire community as criminals. Plus, if Felix did, in fact, steal money from Alessandro Mancini, which I doubt, he would need help. Matteo’s father is part owner in the Augustus Resort, same as Jordan’s mother. They have the best security money can buy, so it’s not like someone could just walk in and crack their safe. My father is nothing if not thorough.

Matteo shakes his head. “I don’t want to talk about my cousin,” he says. “What have I missed around here? Please tell me Creed isn’t trying to take over.”

“Of course he is,” Jordan laughs, and the mood shifts as the girls fill him in on the latest gossip. I trail behind them, feeling a little left out. At the same time, I’m not trying to jump in, either.

As we reach the beach, the sound of the waves crashes louder. Instead of turning left toward the open area, they pause there. It’s then that I realize that none of these guys have any equipment with them. No boards. No wet suits.

“You are planning to surf, right?” I ask. “Where are your boards?”

Hailey gives Matteo a sly, almost devious smile, but Jordan looks confused. Matteo glances back me.

“It’s okay,” he says, nodding toward the dock and the Surf Shack. “I’m going to rent one from them.”

My heart skips. Why would he need to rent a board when he’s probably got a whole garage full of them? Really nice ones too, I’m sure.

They start walking that way, and reluctantly, I follow. Although I don’t want to bump into the others, I’m incredibly curious as to what this is really about. “Yeah, but don’t you have your own board?” I press.

Matteo stops, and then turns fully to face me. “Of course I do,” he says, a smirk pulling at his lips. “But I’m looking for something a little more fun.” He glances at Hailey and Jordan, and then he starts walking toward the small shop by the dock.

I swallow hard, not at all liking the vibe.

“Come on,” Hailey urges, grabbing Jordan’s hand to pull her along.

I follow them, still confused. Worried. I look toward the dock, trying to convince myself it’ll be fine. Technically, I can use the excuse of checking on my boat, seeing if she’s back from impound yet. They can’t judge me for that.

Just then, a group of workers comes out of the shop, the bright, rainbow-colored sign above them announcing the Surf Shack. I stop in my tracks when I see Noa again, regretting coming down to the beach altogether. I want to be mad at her, stay mad at her—it would be easier. But I can’t force it. Instead, I just want her to stop hating me.

Noa shields her eyes from the sun as she watches Matteo and the others approach. She hasn’t noticed me yet, wholly focused on the others. Standing next to her are Tech and Shawn, and I have a small flash of annoyance when I’m reminded that they all went joyriding on my boat together. And I know none of them are sorry.

Noa says something privately to the others before grabbing a clipboard and walking onto the sand. As she approaches Matteo and the girls, her gaze lands on me in the background. Her eyes widen for a split second, before she glances toward the dock, where my boat should be, but it’s still not there. When she turns to me again, there’s guilt in her eyes.

She should feel guilty. But even so, my heart picks up its pace as Matteo and the others walk toward her. I can’t shake the feeling that something’s not right. What exactly do they have planned?





CHAPTER NINE

—NOA

I’m a mixture of annoyance and worry as I watch them approach. Whatever they want, it can’t be good. Jordan saw me in the sheriff’s station yesterday, so who knows what drama that’s kicked off. Tech’s mother had warned us not to get in trouble. We didn’t exactly listen.

“There she is,” Matteo announces as he crosses the sand. Next to him, Jordan and Hailey smile politely, or what should be perceived as polite. I’m pretty sure they’re mocking me.

And behind them, I notice Jamie—casually hanging out with the worst people I know. I shake my head, disgusted. At least he has the decency to seem embarrassed. He should be.

I know that, and yet… I don’t look away from him right away. I can’t. It’s almost surreal to have him on my beach again, although he practically lived here every summer. He was one of us. How I would watch him then, gaze at him like he’d always be there for me to admire. And how I’ve resented him ever since.

I drag my eyes away to turn back to Matteo. “Here I am,” I say coldly. “How can I help you today?”

“So professional,” Matteo says with a laugh. He studies me before tossing a hateful glance toward Tech and Shawn at the counter. There’s no love lost there. After a nasty fight that included a piece of driftwood and two head staples, I’d say it’s more like hate between him and the other Chasers.

“I see your friends back there,” he says, nodding toward them. “No Ellis?”

The comment wounds me, and I tighten my posture. “You know my brother’s not here,” I say. He watches me a moment, and then he nods like he’s sorry he brought it up. Either way, it’s cruel.

Matteo takes in a deep breath as if trying to center himself before looking at me again. The small scar near his temple reflects light through his newly shaved dark hair. Even though he’s trying to be hard, he betrays a flash of tenderness toward me. Hailey clears her throat as if realizing, and that version of Matteo vanishes.

“Listen, Noa,” he says, sickly sweet. “We’re friends, right?”

We are definitely not friends. Matteo and I dated briefly last year—when I was at a low point in my life. My mother had just passed away. To say I was vulnerable would be an understatement. I was lonely. And I was definitely not thinking clearly.

“Just tell me what you want, Matteo,” I say, dropping the formality.

“What do you think?” he says with a grin. “I’m here to surf.”

“Then go get your board,” I respond easily. “You don’t need our help.”

“But I forgot mine at home,” he says, pouting out his lower lip. “Figured I could borrow one of yours.”

“Not a chance,” I tell him, not buying his bullshit.

“Oh, come on. I’ll pay.”

I pause, and then I’m sickened that I have to consider this, that his money has any power over me. But we do need the business. We haven’t had a single customer all day.

“How much?” I ask, trying not to sound too eager.

“Hailey, give her fifty bucks,” he says, snapping his fingers.

“Why do I have to pay her?” she asks. Hailey reaches into her designer beach bag and takes out her wallet.

“A hundred,” I say, surprised they’re willing to pay so quickly. “Per hour,” I add.

Hailey drops her arm and looks at Matteo to convey how ridiculous she thinks it is to pay me that much. Her diamond-and-gold necklace, the one that reads “Best,” sparkles in the sunlight.

“It’s okay, Hailey,” Matteo says to her while still watching me. “I’ll pay you back. Just give her the money.”

“Fucking fine,” she huffs. “She needs it more than me anyway.”

I flinch, but I have to take their money. I’m charging them four times the hourly rate—there should be a victory in that, but her comment gets under my skin. Mainly because she’s right. I do need the money more than she does.

“Actually, I’ll get this one,” Jamie says, stepping forward. He pushes Hailey’s money away as he approaches. He stops in front of me, his voice low and controlled. “Do you take credit cards?” he asks.

I can barely meet his eyes, very aware of how close he is. The way I’ve always loved the spice of his cologne. The warmth. I turn my head, pretending to look back at the Shack. I don’t need his pity. “Sure,” I reply. “But then it’ll be one hundred fifty.”

“Damn,” he replies under his breath. He takes out his wallet, and I notice that Matteo doesn’t offer to pay him back. He must not be an official member of their little club yet.

When I look toward Matteo again, he’s staring Jamie down, his eyes questioning. I laugh to myself. He can’t seriously be jealous. But, to prove he is, he nods toward Jamie as if silently asking me what I think of him. Of course, I’ve never told Matteo anything about me and Jamie, let alone exactly how much I’ve thought about him.

So I smile brightly, giving him the impression that I’m thrilled to be this close to Jamie Matthews. Just living for it. Matteo’s smarmy expression falters, his eyes slashing at the back of Jamie’s head. Good. I hope it stings.

Just then, Jamie interrupts by trying to hand me his credit card. Again, I can barely look at him. I point my clipboard toward the Shack. “You’ll have to run your card at the counter,” I say. “Tech will take care of you.”

He waits a beat, and I can feel him staring at the side of my face, daring me to look at him. And then he sniffs a laugh like I’m unbelievable and walks past me toward the dock. As he does, his arm brushes against mine, and I quickly straighten away from the shot of electricity it sends over my skin. For a moment, I’m still with it—letting it pulse through me, hot. Painful.

“Get me a good board,” Matteo calls to him, dragging me out of my head. “None of that tourist shit.”

Matteo pulls off his shirt and tosses it aside in the sand. He flashes his muscles at me, and I sigh. I’ve seen it all before. I’m not impressed.

“Oh, come on,” he says quietly to me, sounding a little hurt. He darts his eyes behind me toward Jamie. “And him?” he asks. “Seriously?”

I shrug to dig in a little deeper, to wound him. But really, I don’t care what Matteo thinks about anything. He’s burned me too. Hurt me when I was barely hanging on. And I’m just not the forgiving type anymore.

“Don’t worry,” I say loudly, and motion to the girls in the sand. “You have an entire fan club to admire you.”

“I’m actually working on my tan,” Hailey calls out to correct me. Yeah, right. Her face is as pale as porcelain. I’m not convinced the sunlight has ever touched her skin.

“Whatever,” I say, over them. “Just be careful with my board, okay?” I tell Matteo.

He puts his hand over his heart like it’s a promise. For a moment, he even seems sincere. And with that, my guard drops slightly. I step closer to him, lowering my voice.

“Hey, um…” I say, and he tilts his head to listen. “Did Felix leave town?”

He straightens back, caught off guard by the question. Then he nods. “Seems so,” he replies. “I went looking, but…” He shrugs. “I couldn’t find him. No trace.”

Although they weren’t brothers, Matteo and Felix were close growing up. I’m not sure when that changed, but it seemed to be when Matteo started doing more work for his father.

“You have no idea where he went?” I ask. My question is a thinly veiled reference to my brother, and Matteo sees right through it.

He laughs, low. His face changing. “That’s why I asked if Ellis was here,” he confesses. His coldness floods back in, as if he doesn’t like to be reminded that his cousin used to hang out with Chasers. “And if he is with your brother,” he adds, suddenly loud enough for the girls to hear, “then he shouldn’t bother coming home. We don’t like traitors.”

I scoff, both at his hypocrisy and his cruelty. “You are so fucking insecure,” I tell him. He lifts his chin defiantly. “You know what?” I add. “You should be proud. You sound exactly like your father now.” The comment annoys Matteo, as if I don’t even know his father. But I’ve seen and heard enough from him.

And as far as my brother goes, anyone in the Mancini family would be lucky to be friends with him. Felix certainly felt that way. In fact, he and my brother had plans to start their own charter business in Cape Hope. There was a future, one that came crashing down when my brother left. So if Felix has gone to join my brother somewhere, it’s not a bad thing. It’s because they’re doing something good. At least, that’s what I want to believe.

“You’ve got one hour,” I tell Matteo, done with the conversation. “I’m setting a timer.”

He smiles bitterly. “Don’t go running off with the Matthews kid while I’m away,” he says.

“Okay, I’ll try not to,” I say mockingly.

I walk back toward to the Surf Shack, cursing under my breath as I go. I wasn’t lying about Matteo being insecure. He’s always been that way—too worried about what the others in the Collective think of him, even if he is their top dog. Sure, he’s had his moments of being a real person, but those have grown few and far between. I blame that squarely on his father’s influence.

As I reach the Shack, I stop next to Shawn, who is watching the group from behind her reflective sunglasses. Her jaw is tight, and I already know her opinion.

“It’s just an hour,” I tell her, and she hums like she’s not happy about it. Neither am I, but sometimes we have to do things we don’t like to stay afloat here.

I glance over to the counter and see that Jamie is still standing there, looking annoyed, while both Tech and Shawn ignore him. When I turn to Shawn accusingly, she fights back her smile, as if telling me he’s my problem to deal with.

“Mean,” I say, making her laugh before heading toward the counter. She’s not wrong, but I still don’t want to deal with this right now.

I round the counter wordlessly and reach underneath to pull out the rental paperwork. I’m poised and professional as I attach it to my clipboard and slide it in front of him.

Jamie continues to stare at me, not moving. When I drag my eyes up to his, he tilts his head, his expression unreadable. “A pen?” he asks.

This is torture. I’m not sure if I’d rather he beg for forgiveness or yell at me for stealing his boat. But this, whatever this polite bullshit is, sucks. I glance at Tech, and he nods as if telling me I’m doing a great job.

With that, I take out a pen and set it on top of the papers with a loud click.

“You’ll sign here,” I say, pointing to a line at the bottom. “And initial each of these,” I add, tapping several other lines.

It would be responsible for him to read over the contract, but he just signs it and pushes it back toward me. Not a care in the world. He opens his wallet again, digging through until he pulls out an American Express Gold Card. It figures he’d have a Gold Card by now. I mean, he has his own boat. The perks of the Collective life, I guess. The life he used to say he didn’t want.

“Tech,” I call, turning to him again. “Can you grab me the card machine?” Our register is old-school, cash only. Tech walks inside the Shack, and the screen door slams closed behind him as if accentuating his annoyance.

With Jamie’s hand still extended, I reach over to pluck the Amex Card from between his fingers, but he holds it firmly. Surprised, I look up just as he leans toward me.

“You don’t think one fifty is a bit uncalled-for?” he asks, studying me. “You told me in the sheriff’s station that stealing was a onetime thing for you.”

I hold on to his card, neither of us giving in. “You must be confused,” I tell him. “This is free-market capitalism. Sunset Beach is just down the way if you want to go there instead.”

Jamie watches me for a moment, his eyes trailing over my face with a mixture of admiration and regret. And, of course, a bit of irritation. I’m sure he’s still upset that we messed up his boat, which I get. So then why did he show up here today? Why pay my ridiculous price? No matter what I did yesterday, he still owes me an explanation.

Reluctantly, Jamie lets go of his card, and my hand snaps back. I’m disappointed at the sudden loss of tension, a tether between us.

He leans his elbow on the counter, looking down the dock. “So you and Matteo Mancini?” he says casually. “Was that actually a thing?”

“Do you really want to know?” I ask. He flinches slightly, but then shakes his head.

“Nope,” he replies.

I have a flash of guilt. I’m not trying to hurt his feelings, even if he’s the one who ended things between us. Despite everything… I could never hurt him.

“It was barely a thing,” I admit, and when he starts to smile, I add, “Don’t gloat.”

“Just think you can do better, is all.”

I’d tell him to stop gaslighting me, but I said something similar to him about Jordan Miles. I don’t want to be a hypocrite. And I figure, this is okay—this interaction. It’s easy enough. It doesn’t hurt too bad. We just… keep it friendly. Casual.

“Hey,” I say, drawing his attention again. “I really am sorry about your boat. I thought we had a good reason. I thought it would be worth it—that it would change things around here. But it didn’t.” I look past him to the others waiting near the water—the Collective wholly unaffected. My heart sinks knowing we risked it all for nothing.

Jamie’s eyes weaken as he watches me. Reading me. “I don’t care about the boat,” he says, low and heavy.

He’s sorry—sorry about us. And it draws me straight to him. I couldn’t stop the pull if I tried. It’s longing. It’s aching and sad. It’s me, desperate to know what happened. All that, but not a single word comes to mind for me to say.

The door opens suddenly as Tech returns with the card reader. Jamie and I both straighten up, the moment fading away, and Tech clunks down the heavy machine between us. It’s one of those old-school sliding ones that takes an imprint instead of running the credit right away.

Back to business, I place Jamie’s card in the slot and then slide the top of the machine over it with a clacking sound. But when I start to fill out the receipt, I realize the name on the card is actually Brent Matthews.

When I look up at him, Jamie glances to where my pen is paused at the name line. He shrugs in response, clearly embarrassed. I’m guessing he’s not supposed to use this card. But I’m not here to judge. Not when it means sticking it to someone from the Collective. I fill in the name and push the receipt toward him. When he signs for it, he indeed uses the name Brent Matthews.

Jamie sets the pen down, a little unspoken secret between us. We can just add it to the pile, I guess. I motion toward the rack of surfboards.

“Matteo will want a thruster,” I say, pointing to the right side of the rack. Jamie hums, as if not thrilled that I know that. But then he thanks me, and starts that way. I smile a little—I know what kind of board he likes too. “The blue longboard is on the back side,” I call, and he pauses.

When he turns around, he smiles—slow and devastating, not that he has to try. My heart strums along, easy. Even a little happy.

“When’s the last time you went surfing?” I ask, a little curious.

He laughs, running his hand through his hair as he thinks about it. “At least two years ago,” he admits. “Although, I think it might have rained that whole summer.”

“We did spend a lot of time indoors that year,” I say. He nods like he remembers it well, as he should. No matter how mad I got at him, no matter how much I cursed him, I always knew that no one in the world could ever kiss me as good as Jamie Matthews.

As if sensing my thoughts, his licks his lower lip. He can still make me blush.

“Well, you should have kept at it,” I tell him, making him raise an eyebrow. “The surfing, I mean,” I clarify, making him laugh. “You were good.”

“I wish I could have,” he says earnestly.

I was the one who taught him how to surf. Our days were spent on the beach, while our nights were hidden away and whispering secrets. Stripping down and making promises.

Promises that he later broke.

And just like that, the invisible string between us snaps, my smile faltering. Jamie seems to feel it too. It’s like the past is too painful, too fragile. It’s hard to believe that something once so unbreakable could ever shatter.

“I’ll, uh…” He motions toward the boards, and I tell him to have at it.

He walks away, and I watch him, studying his movements as if I can pinpoint exactly what’s changed. Find the flaw. But that’s the shitty part. He’s still as familiar as ever.

Jamie happens to grab my most expensive surfboard for Matteo, which makes me a bit nervous, but I also know it’s the one Matteo would have picked for himself. Jamie finds his longboard and a kit. He loops the bag over his wrist and then puts a board under each arm.

He starts toward the group, but as he crosses the sand, he looks back over his shoulder at me. “I’m glad I got to see you again, Noa,” he calls.

I hold up my hand in a wave, hurt at how his voice sounds like a goodbye. I can’t even say anything back, watching him walk away instead.

Shawn slides up next to me at the counter. “Why’d you give him his board?” she asks, as if already knowing the answer. “And don’t say because he’s cute.”

“You think he’s still cute?” I ask, looking sideways at her. She lowers her sunglasses to check him out, really sizing him up. She shrugs.

“I’ve always thought he was cute. But he’s a heartbreaker. You know better than anyone.”

“You would think,” I reply, not sure how to fill in the emptiness Jamie’s left behind. Especially now that he’s back on my beach. For her part, Shawn doesn’t offer any advice, either. Some things aren’t really fixable.

As Matteo and Jamie prep the boards for the water, I grab the stopwatch and set the time for an hour. Jamie’s first in the water, not looking half bad as he paddles out. Matteo fastens his ankle strap, and as he wades into the ocean, he glances in my direction, knowing I’ll be watching. He blows me a kiss before pushing his board forward and sliding onto it, paddling out into the open water. Still so full of himself.

“Pretty sure that one is obsessed with you,” Shawn sighs out. She checks on Jordan and Hailey, lounging in the sand as they hover close together on their phones. With a withering sigh, Shawn goes gossip with Tech as I watch the water.

I wouldn’t exactly call Matteo obsessed with me. Over the course of three or four months, he and I had a thing—a situationship, I guess. We would meet up at Bonfire Beach—a local Chaser spot away from the prying eyes of our parents or the resort. Sometimes, we’d head back to his house if his dad was traveling on another business trip.

Matteo and I would talk, we actually talked a lot, and there were times when I think we actually liked each other. I even confided in him about my mother’s death, how it was breaking me. He was kind then. He really was.

But one day at his house, I overheard him talking with his dad. His father demanded to know if he’d been running around with beach trash. Matteo must have thought I was still upstairs, because he was brutally honest. Cruel. Needless to say, I walked right out the back door, past his infinity pool, and onto the beach to walk home.

I never told Matteo that I overheard him that day, never told anyone. Even now, he has no idea why I can’t stand him. And I think that’s why he keeps coming back—his ego.

The phone rings, startling me, and Shawn strolls over to pick it up, announcing they’ve reached the Surf Shack switchboard. She listens before lifting her eyes in my direction. It must be about me.

“Sorry,” Shawn says into the phone. “She’s a little busy right now, Sheriff Castillo. But I’ll let her know.” I roll my eyes. I have no desire to talk to my uncle right now. Shawn fights back a smile. “No, of course she’s not standing right in front of me.”

I cover my mouth, listening as Shawn uh-huhs her way through the conversation. Just as she hangs up, Tech comes over to join us.

“Seems lover boy’s boat is ready to be picked up,” Shawn announces.

“Picked up?” I ask, checking the empty spot at our dock. “Why? I thought they were dropping it off here. They said it’d be back around five.”

“Isn’t it fun to deal with the government?” Shawn asks. “At least the sheriff said we can use his trailer to pick it up. You want to come along? I’m sure your uncle wouldn’t mind the chance to scold you some more.”

I laugh, softly. “No, you two go ahead,” I say. “I’ll stay back here and watch our boards.”

“Yeah,” Shawn says with a grin while Tech goes to grab the car keys. “I’m sure that’s what you’ll be watching.”





CHAPTER TEN

—JAMIE

The water is cool against my skin, the rhythm of the waves pulsing beneath me as I paddle farther out. I forgot how much I loved surfing. It’s been a while since I’ve felt the rush of a good wave, the wind stinging my face, the endless blue. Above me, pelicans glide effortlessly, dipping and rising with the breeze.

I meant what I said. I’m glad I got to see Noa again. Be near her again. But it’s all still too raw, so close to the surface that it stings. That it hurts us both, even if underneath all that pain is a heart beating only for each other. And that’s why I know I need to stay away. Again.

There is a howl of joy, and I glance around until I find Matteo farther down the beach, carving through the water with ease. He’s really good—annoyingly good. I have a flash of jealousy when I wonder if Noa taught him how to surf too. But it’s more likely he had some ex-pro teach him at a thousand dollars per hour because he’s out here like he owns this entire stretch of ocean. His movements are sharp and controlled, the waves bending to his will.

And still, I have no idea why he’s doing this. There are better bits of coastline for surfing, and I know he’s got high-end boards at home, even if the one I grabbed him is pretty decent for a rental. I just keep coming back to why he’s here, and I’m just not sure. Was it to see Noa? Why, when she’s clearly not interested?

I keep trying to understand. My eyes flicker to Noa, standing outside the Surf Shack with this kind of laid-back posture that proves she’s been on this beach her whole life. That she belongs here.

With the next wave, I stand up, riding it until it crests and landing softly between two rolls. When I resurface, the board pops up next to me, connected to my ankle. I take a beat to catch my breath. The water is definitely a little bit rough today, the undercurrent pulling me downwind.

Watching the beach, I see Jordan and Hailey lying on the sand, probably looking at their phones. They’re not even trying to enjoy the day. Such a waste.

I pull myself up on my board again before something catches my eye. I see Matteo well past the waves, just sitting on his board and messing with his ankle strap. Then he takes it off and tosses the cord behind him.

“What the hell is he doing?” I murmur. Losing the board this far out would be a disaster—the water is too deep, the current too strong. Besides, it’s not even his board to lose.

I start to paddle toward him, although the current is fighting against me, pushing me away. “Matteo!” I call, my voice sharp as it cuts through the surf. “Watch your board!”

Matteo looks over at me, his mouth curling into a lazy smile. He holds up a finger to his lips, making the universal “keep it a secret” motion, like we’re in on some joke together.

Without a word, he hops into the water. Then he uses both hands to send the board out toward the open ocean.

My stomach twists. He can’t do that—I can’t just let him get away with that.

I glance down at my board, realizing it would be too hard for me to bring both in by myself. Matteo needs to grab one of them. Before he can get too far, I paddle again and start kicking my legs, doing my best to get over the waves. Matteo starts swimming back toward shore.

“Stop!” I shout, my voice rough with frustration. “Matteo, stop!”

He doesn’t even look back at me. While he’s casually swimming in, his board is sliding quietly away on the current. My heart starts to race, knowing that it might already be too late.

I turn for the beach, ready to drag that asshole back out to find the board. Matteo is ahead of me, but I paddle harder, hoping to catch him. Water lashes my face as I seesaw over the waves, crashing down on the other side.

Up ahead, Matteo stands up and starts walking out of the ocean, rubbing his palm over his shaved head. When it’s clear he doesn’t have his board, I see Noa run toward him, her feet kicking up sand as she sprints, panic in her expression.

I’m nearly to the shore, out of breath. Noa is frantic as she reaches the group.

“Matteo, where’s the board?” she demands. “Where the hell is my board?”

Her breaths are coming in short bursts, and I can see her eyes flashing between the ocean and Matteo, like she’s waiting for an explanation that’s not coming. He shrugs innocently.

“What did you do?” she demands, her voice cracking. “That’s my most expensive board!” Noa’s hands are shaking as she gestures wildly at him.

Just then, I get to a place where I can stand in the water and start making my way in, pushing my board ahead of me while gasping in breaths.

“Ankle strap must have been faulty,” Matteo says dismissively, glancing back toward the ocean. “You really should be using better equipment if the board was so precious.”

Noa stares at him for a moment, her expression shifting from disbelief to frustration, but then it breaks. She pulls off her T-shirt in a swift motion, revealing her bathing suit underneath, and before anyone can stop her, she’s running into the water.

She runs right past me, desperate. She’s going after that board like it’s the only thing that matters.

I watch her, heart pounding, before I turn back to Matteo.

“That’s messed up,” I tell him sharply. I toss my board aside in the sand and walk straight up to him. “You need to go help her find it.”

Matteo snorts a laugh, and when I move even closer, nearly touching him, his expression hardens. “And you need to mind your own fucking business,” he says, his voice low. “Trust me—you’re not her type, bro.”

He smirks, and I can feel the anger racing over my skin, tightening in my gut. Whatever his deal with Noa was, it’s long over now. That much is clear. Is that what this was all about? Some kind of revenge? Some bullshit punishment? My hands ball into fists at my sides.

“Go fucking help her,” I tell him seriously, my eyes blazing.

“You need to remember your place here,” he says, squaring up. “Who my father is.” He looks me over. “Why are you so worried about some Chaser girl anyway? None of them are worth this much trouble.”

Behind him, Jordan shifts uncomfortably in the sand, but she doesn’t say anything. She doesn’t call him out for being an asshole. But I’m not scared of him or his father.

“Go help her,” I demand again, and push his shoulder. I’m not going to let him get away with this. I’m not going to let him hurt Noa.

Matteo steps up to me, bumping my chest. “It’s time for you to run along, James,” he says, drawing out my name. He lowers his voice, sinking low just for me. “Or maybe your daddy will send you away again.”

He smiles, and I’m caught up when I realize that he knows what happened. That maybe they all do.

Whether it’s embarrassment, chivalry, jealousy—or a combination of all three—something inside me snaps. I reach out with both hands to push Matteo hard and sharp, making him stumble backward.

“Jamie, stop!” Jordan shouts, and I see her jump up, her face a mix of surprise and concern. Of course, I shouldn’t have looked away.

In a single, fluid movement, Matteo swings and punches me square in the eye, the force exploding behind my skull as I’m knocked to the sand. A cheap shot. I choke out a gasp, my hand going instinctively to my face. At first, I’m more in shock than I am in pain.

“Now stay down,” Matteo sneers, pointing at me.

Jordan rushes to crouch down next to me in the sand, her eyes flashing at Matteo. “What are you doing?” she demands, as if she can’t believe that he’d hit me.

I can’t either. I’m still processing what happened, my anger momentarily faded into disbelief. It’s been a while since I’ve been in a fight, not since my summers on this beach. I’m not sure how I got to this point again, the moments blending together. It was about my dad. About a surfboard. About Noa. It was about my fucking pride.

And it was about Matteo being an asshole.

“His father is going to kill you,” Jordan tells him. I’m not sure if she’s sticking up for me or just pointing out that my father is powerful. Well, from my point of view, I think Matteo should know that I’m the one who’s going to kill him.

Before I can say as much, Matteo grabs his shirt off the sand and starts toward the path back up to the resort. Hailey, silent until now, tells Jordan they need to go. She casts a worried glance in my direction. Then, without waiting for her, Hailey dashes off to chase after Matteo.

Jordan’s face is tight, seeming to debate what to do. Her short hair blows around her chin in the breeze. She puts her hand on my arm supportively, but then she uses it to push herself up. She straightens, and without a word to me, she walks stiffly toward the resort and her friends.

That hurts. I mean, I’m the one who got punched in the face, but she runs after him?

“Whatever,” I murmur, reaching to touch under my eye and wincing at the pain. There must be a cut there too. And now I’ll have to explain it to my parents.

At that thought, dread starts to stretch over me. I wonder what exactly Matteo knows about my father sending me to boarding school. I’m a bit raw at the thought, the idea of everyone here knowing my personal business. Then again, if it was gossip, Jordan would have said something to me. Somehow, she would have let me know that people were talking about it.

At least, I think she would have. I’m not so sure now.

Slowly, I get to my feet, my head a little rattled. Just then, I remember that Noa is out in the water. Concerned, I scan the water for her until I see her in the distance, swimming desperately—her arms fighting the waves as she chases after her board. Even though it’s likely gone by now.

Of course, I’m not going to leave her out here. I’m not going to leave her.

And with that, I jog back into the water.





CHAPTER ELEVEN

—NOA

The cost to replace the surfboard will total more than all our sales this week. I have no idea how I’m going to explain this to my father, how I’m going rationalize messing up again. We don’t even have a legit credit card on file.

Now out past the breaker and treading water, I look around. I don’t see the neon-green-and-orange board anywhere. I shouldn’t have even rented it to Matteo in the first place. I knew better. It was pathetic. And it was all because of money.

The waves push me around, and I rest a moment, weak with despair and disappointment. Everyone I know has tried to warn me about Matteo, even my brother. I just didn’t listen.

The month before he left, Ellis had pulled me aside at one of the bonfires. “You need to stay away from them,” he warned. “The Mancinis are bad people. You can’t trust any of them, including Matteo.”

When I looked pointedly at Felix, who was standing next to him, Felix acknowledged the irony. “Yeah, I know they’re my family,” he said. “But Ellis is right. Matteo is in deep with his dad, trying to show off. You don’t need to get caught up in that. Just…” Ellis shook his head subtly. “Just be safe, Noa,” Felix added instead.

“And stay away,” Ellis reiterated.

I wish I had listened that night. I wish I listened now. I slap the water and let out a scream.

To keep the thoughts away, I keep searching. My limbs are burning, every kick weaker than the last. The salt stings my eyes and throat, tears mixed with ocean water.

The surfboard’s gone, and as I look around, my heart starts to pound a little faster as I realize that I’ve gotten too far from the shore. I’ve been out here too long.

I start toward the beach, but the current grabs and tugs at my legs. With each stroke, I seem to gain less ground, my body trembling and numb from the cold and effort. Panic starts to edge its way in as the water continues to push me back from the shore.

I’m so, so tired.

Just then, I notice movement off to the side, slicing through the water. I squint into the light, my vision blurry. It takes a moment before I recognize it’s Jamie.

My breath catches, relief surging through me so fast that I lose my train of thought and slip underwater. I fight back up, sputtering as I lift my shaking arm, waving until Jamie waves back. I don’t have it in me to play it cool right now, to pretend I’m not utterly grateful to see him.

He paddles closer, calm and fast like it’s his day job to rescue people from the ocean. I hitch in a little gasp when I see that he’s on the missing board.

“You found it!” I yell out. A wave hits me then, and I slip back under, gulping in water as I thrash to get back to the surface.

And then Jamie is there, hauling me halfway onto the board.

After choking out a mouthful of seawater, I rest my cheek on the cool fiberglass as I try to catch my breath. My limbs burn from exhaustion.

When I finally glance up at Jamie, he’s straddling the board, backlit by the sun like some heartthrob. I smile, slow and honest. It suits him. Jamie has always been golden.

“Thank you,” I whisper.

“Sorry it took me so long.”

He reaches to brush some wet strands of hair off my cheek, and I turn slightly into his touch before I can stop myself. My heart flutters as he lingers there, a soft smile on his lips as he gazes down at me.

I miss him. I miss this. And just when I’m sure that he feels the same, he let’s go.

Jamie slips off the board, shaking me from the warmth with a splash of cold water. I come back into the moment as he moves next to me to steady the board.

“Here,” he says. “Climb up, and I’ll bring you in.”

With the moment reset, I let him help me onto the board. He swims beside me, pushing me toward the beach, both us rising and falling with the waves. Every so often, I look over at him and see his jaw clench as he fights the tide. I know he’s exhausted too.

“Why did you go after the board?” I ask.

He chuckles as if the question is ridiculous. He doesn’t even answer it. And I feel myself soften again, because I know he did it for me. Even if he doesn’t say it out loud.

When the water’s finally shallow enough to stand, I slip off and wade the rest of the way in. Jamie follows close behind, his hand steady on the edge of the surfboard as he guides it. Although my legs are tired, I start to jog ahead. The beach has never been so inviting.

The second I hit dry sand, I collapse onto my back, still gasping as my lungs try to catch up. Jamie drops down beside me, splashing me with water when he does. With his body warm next to mine, I close my eyes.

At first, the only sound is our breathing, fast and chaotic. But soon, rhythmic. Peaceful.

“I had nothing to do with it,” he says finally, his voice low. “I tried to stop him in the water, but…”

He doesn’t finish the sentence, letting it float away instead.

I turn to him as he lies back, his head against the sand as he stares up at the blue sky, his chest rising and falling. He looks lost right now, and I wish I knew why. I wish he would have told me. Instead, he showed up on my beach with Matteo Mancini, of all people.

Just then, Jamie shifts his position and I see a bruise curling under his left eye—decidedly fist sized. I sit up and pound on the sand.

“Did he seriously hit you?” I demand, motioning to his face.

Jamie touches the area lightly, flinching as his fingers brush the skin. “What, this?” he asks. “This was just a little difference of opinion.”

My mind spins and I can only imagine what lies Matteo told him about me. As if I’m already not humiliated enough. “Was it about me?” I ask.

“It wasn’t about you,” Jamie says instantly. “It was about him being an asshole.”

I’m grateful for the way Jamie frames it. It actually helps. Although I’m sure Matteo had a few choice words about me, especially if he was jealous, he is indeed an asshole. And sometimes I have to remind myself that it’s not my fault that he takes it out on me.

Jamie, on the other hand, is the opposite. He’s always had this honor code that only he seems to follow. The kind where he can rationalize tossing someone’s bike off the pier because they didn’t tip their server. He’s not innocent, by any means, but he has this sense of justice… this core of goodness about him. He’s always had it.

And I’ve always loved it.

We watch each other, and for a moment, it’s like no time has passed at all. As if we’ve always been here together, sitting on the beach in the sun. But that’s not what happened. When I sigh with the weight of it, Jamie studies my eyes as if trying to guess what I want to hear.

But what can he possibly say to make things right between us? It’s all still here, heavy in my chest. Only most of the good parts are blotted out by the times when I was in bed, curled up on my side and wondering what I did wrong.

“Ask me,” he says, nodding that it’s okay.

I’m scared to know, because if the answer is that he didn’t love me anymore, I’d rather not hear. But as I look at him… I know that’s not it. I know it was all real.

“Why didn’t you tell me you were leaving Cape Hope?” I ask.

He sits up, rubbing absently over his heart. He stares at the horizon, his eyes on some fixed point. “I didn’t know I was leaving,” he murmurs. “And by the time I did, when I knew I wouldn’t be coming back… it just seemed easier.”

I almost laugh. Not because it’s funny, but because it’s selfish. It’s bitter.

“Easier for you,” I say, clarifying his shitty point. “Because for me… I waited. I called you.”

“I know.” His voice is quiet, like he’s tried to apologize a hundred times in his head but never knew how. And he still doesn’t.

“We had four years,” I whisper, and he flinches like it’s a slap. “Four summers, spring breaks, holidays. All of it. And then not one phone call, Jamie? Not even a fucking text.”

It hurts, even now. Sitting with him on the beach has torn open the wound again, leaving it bleeding and sore. And still, I wait a little longer. Because some part of me, the part that loves who he used to be, wants to hear why. Why he walked away like I never mattered. Why he shattered everything and didn’t even look back.

He really did it. He broke my heart.

Jamie wraps his arms around his bent knees, hanging his head like he’s ashamed. He doesn’t offer an explanation. And I think that’s probably worse. I can’t just keep waiting.

I turn away and blink up at the sky, breathing past the weight in my chest. I close my eyes until the heaviness subsides. Until I remember there’s more to my life than Jamie Matthews.

When the world feels steady again, I stand up and brush the sand off my legs.

Behind me, Jamie stirs and scrambles to his feet. “Noa,” he says, as if his voice alone can draw me back. “Please don’t hate me.”

I shake my head, swallowing the lump in my throat. “It’s fine,” I manage, even though it’s not. “We’re cool.”

The tide rolls all the way up to our feet, washing over my toes. I look down at the receding water, dragging sand with it—slipping away from us. I can’t help but think it’s a sign.

When I turn back to Jamie, I’m struck by his sadness, the way there’s something broken underneath that he’ll never say.

I don’t need him to be in love with me anymore—I’ll survive that. But I am glad he’s here. I still like being around him. Truth is, I could never hate him.

“Hey,” I say softly, drawing his attention. “You still look good on that board, you know.”

The corners of his mouth turn up slightly. “I had the best teacher.”

“You really did.”

A horn sounds, sharp and distant, and we turn to see Jamie’s boat gliding toward the dock. I expect him to look relieved, but instead, his eyes narrow, already tracking the damage. His gaze snags on the bow—scraped, bruised, but floating.

Honestly, it’s not as bad as it looks. Nothing fatal.

We head out onto the dock to wait, watching Shawn at the wheel while Tech balances on the side. He throws out the fenders as they slow their approach, and the vessel gently slaps against the dock before groaning to a halt.

Tech tosses me the line, and I catch it on instinct, fingers working the knot automatically. I’m aware that Jamie’s already pacing, his footsteps echoing across the wood as he checks the damage.

“It’s superficial,” I call to him. But if it were my boat, I’d be pretty upset too.

Shawn cuts the engine, and there’s a loud cranking noise. Jamie immediately snaps his attention that way, and I wince. Okay, it’s bad.

Tech jumps onto the dock, and his eyes are wide as he darts them around.

That’s suspicious. And probably not a good sign.

He immediately comes over, taking my arm to lead me away from Jamie. “We need to talk,” he says.

“Okay…” I say, fresh worry warming my skin. “Is this about his boat?” I lower my voice. “How screwed up is it?”

“It’s nothing,” he says, but then pauses. “Actually, it’s fucked up, but that’s not what we need to talk about.” He holds a breath, his gaze sparkling with excitement. “I… found it, Noa. We found it.”

“Found what?” I ask, glancing toward Shawn. She’s still at the wheel of the boat, although I’m not sure why. “What’s going on?”

Tech bites his lip as if not wanting to say it out loud, and the anticipation is killing me.

He smiles. “I found Rum Runner Island.”

“Again?” I ask with a laugh, and wait for the real answer.

“I mean it this time,” Tech says. “I have proof.”

My stomach drops, little prickles racing across my skin. “What kind of proof?” I ask.

“When we were picking up the boat,” he starts, “Shawn and I were talking to a few of the coast guard dock workers, Chasers from Cape Hope. They asked how we found Rum Runner, and I told him we didn’t. It was just a jail, and not even the right island. They exchanged looks, so we pressed a little, and turns out—Rum Runner is out there. It was so close, Noa. We just missed it somehow.”

I find that hard to believe. “We didn’t miss it,” I say. “We wouldn’t have missed an entire island.”

“They confirmed it’s there,” he tells me. “They’ve never personally looked for it because the coast guard has some kind of agreement with the state, but they swore to us.” He pauses. “Also, they think it’s haunted,” he adds as if that’s a given. “But they told us how to find it. It’s been in the marsh all along. They think someone purposely tried to hide it. Changed the way the water flowed, closed off the route so no one would pass by there again.”

Although I know he’s excited, after everything we went through yesterday I’m not so easily convinced.

“Tech…” I say. I don’t want to snuff out his hope, but we have to be realistic. “Changing the waterways? How? And how did they get everyone to keep it secret?”

“Money? Hauntings? Threats? All of the above,” he offers. “They’re hiding something. I think the hotel is still there, and along with it, their secrets.”

I’m not sure what to say at this point. Just yesterday, we were in coast guard custody. It would be insane to go out looking again, especially when the sheriff has his eye on us. We’d be risking our lives for an old story that ultimately might not change anything—the Collective always wins. Matteo proved that today. This would be reckless.

At the same time… getting a bit of confirmation has upped the stakes.

When I look at Tech again, I see that he’s waiting for my response. He’s hoping.

“Aren’t you tired of always losing?” he asks. “Let’s put them in the ground once and for all.”

I am tired. I’m tired of the harassment, them coming to our homes and businesses. They nearly knocked me off a roof, and my dad is probably going to have to sell the Surf Shack. It’s all coming undone around me. And it’s because of the Collective. But even my uncle doesn’t think we should fight back. Even he doesn’t see the point.

Tech seems to understand all the thoughts swirling in my head. “We can do this, Noa,” he says emphatically.

“I’m in,” Jamie announces from behind us, startling me. I spin around, surprised that he overheard part of our conversation.

“This has nothing to do with you,” I say simply, waving him back. “No offense, but you don’t even know what this is about. You don’t want to—”

“What?” he asks. “Put them in the ground?” He turns slightly to show his bruised eye. “Do you think I’m loyal to those assholes at the resort?”

“A little, yeah,” Tech says. He adjusts his stance, both dismissive and curious. He’s not over Jamie skipping out on us, on me. At the same time… they used to be friends.

“Come on,” Jamie says to him, sounding hurt. “I said I’m in. What more do you need?”

I’m not sure why he wants to risk his place at the resort. I’m not sure if it’s for him or us… or me. And maybe in a way I hope it’s me. “You don’t have to do this,” I tell him quietly.

“I know I don’t have to,” he says, and then grins. “But I want to. Oh, I really want to.”

Jamie is ready to go purely on faith—he doesn’t even have the details. Not to mention he’s willing to do it for almost no personal gain.

“I want to make things right,” he adds, no bravado. The sheer goodness shining through.

I’ll admit, it is encouraging. A reminder that we’re on the side of justice. Okay, a little revenge, but mostly justice. Maybe we really can do this.

I nod to Tech that it’s up to him. But he still looks doubtful about involving Jamie.

“You want to come?” he asks, like it’s a challenge. “Then we need your boat.”

Jamie’s shoulders droop slightly, and he surveys the Sweet Caroline, as if asking for her permission. He exhales. “Fine,” he says calmly. “But I’m driving. I know my boat better than anyone.”

It’s a standoff. Tech slowly runs his eyes over Jamie, judging him. In return, Jamie stands there ready to stay or go. I roll my eyes—this could last all day.

“It’s his boat,” I tell Tech. “He knows it best, and that might be an asset out there.”

Tech hums, thinking it over. Finally, he relents and tells Jamie he accepts the terms. “You can come,” he allows, “but you’re staying in the boat.”

“No problem,” Jamie replies. “Now, where are we heading?”

“We can’t say yet,” Tech tells him. “What we’re doing, it’s some top secret shit. We need to know that you can keep your mouth shut about what we find. Can you keep your word?”

“Yeah,” Jamie says. “I always keep my word.”

It’s not true, of course. He broke his word to me, and as if he just remembered that, he winces slightly.

“I will keep my word,” he swears, glancing at me. He waits a moment, and when I nod, he turns back to Tech. “Now,” he adds. “Give me my keys.”





CHAPTER TWELVE

—JAMIE

Well… this is awkward. As I drive us out into open water, my boat drifting a bit to the left due to the damage, I round the coast toward a remote section that I’ve never been to before. I prefer to stay near the tourist islands, the water measured and monitored to make sure none of us runs aground. Out here, well, this is like the Wild West.

“You’ll keep heading into the Everglades,” Tech calls to me. “About thirty minutes west, but don’t go into the marsh yet. It’s sticky out there today.”

I nod, gliding toward the middle and shifting the boat into gear to speed up. The three of them sit in the back of the boat as Tech discusses something I can’t hear, the girls listening intently. I feel suddenly, and entirely, left out.

The last few years, when I was away at school, both staff and students alike were more interested in getting closer to my father than to me. His name carried weight, both respect and fear. Those people only saw my dad’s dollar signs. Even now, it doesn’t seem that Jamie exists. I am the Matthews boy. I am Brent Matthews’s son. I am the kid whose dad sent him away.

As I stand at the wheel, driving this group toward some plan that could possibly mess with my father’s job, I’m a little scared. Of him, of course. But also of failing. After what I’ve seen around Cape Hope, things really do need to change. And maybe the Chasers have a way to actually make that happen.

I feel the brush of skin against my arm, and turn to find Noa standing next to me. She glances over with a soft curve to her lips. She’s glad I’m here.

I know I hurt her feelings earlier on the beach when I told her it had been easier to never talk to her again. But it wasn’t easy—it was fucking awful. It was the worst thing I ever did.

But it happened so quickly, too fast for me to react. I’d just left Noa on the beach, late that last night, and I came back to the resort to find my father waiting for me. He took my phone, my computer, my wallet. He told me I was going to boarding school, leaving immediately. He had leverage, but I still raged and screamed and begged on my knees. I did everything I could.

And as the sun came up, I was on my way to the airport. In the end, there wasn’t much of a choice—the alternative was him pressing charges against me for breaking into his computer files. He’d already cut me off from my money, and even my mother. He assured that if I didn’t play by the rules, Astrid wouldn’t be allowed to see me ever again. And, of course, he reminded me this was all my doing.

I was alone. I felt hopeless—worthless. I felt unlovable.

And for Noa, hearing all that might be worse than just thinking that I’m selfish.

“Figured I’d check on you and your eye,” she says, reaching to take my chin. She tilts my face to get a better look before shaking her head disapprovingly.

“I think it adds character,” I say, making her laugh. “But I would feel better if you told me a little more about what we’re doing out here.”

“Of course,” she agrees, but doesn’t offer a single additional detail.

We’re quiet while she scans the islands as we pass them. The vibration of the boat motor is lulling, calming even, as the sound echoes off the water.

“I hope we find it,” she says under her breath. The determination in her eyes, this is about more than Matteo and the Collective starting shit with the Chasers. It’s more personal than that.

“What’s really going on?” I ask. “What did they do to you?”

Her look withers, as if it’s too much for me to understand. I don’t think she’s going to tell me at all, when she starts talking.

“It’s not just about me,” she says. “But I did learn yesterday that they’re probably going to take the Surf Shack.”

“Who is?” I ask. The Surf Shack is a staple of Cape Hope. It’s a legend.

“Who else?” she replies, bitter. “The Augustus Resort has been trying to buy us out for years, and it appears they’re succeeding. They’ve taken all of the businesses along Paradise Beach—that’s why Tech’s mom lost her restaurant. My father and I are the last holdouts. He’s ready to sell, but… I’m not ready to give up. It’s all I have left of my mother.”

I have a sharp pang of sympathy. I was already away at school when I’d heard that Noa’s mom had passed away, read her obituary online. I wanted to call Noa then, even tried to dial several times, but I always hung up before it rang. At that point, it had been so long and I didn’t want to add to her pain.

“I sent flowers,” I say quietly, and she turns to me, surprised. “I didn’t sign the card,” I add as I watch her trying to work it out. She waits a beat, and then her lips part with a gasp.

“The white camellias?” she asks. “Was that you?”

“Yeah. Sorry, I—”

“No, they were beautiful,” she cuts in, a tenderness in her eyes. “She would have loved them. We… we had no idea who sent them, but I kept them in my room.” She laughs a little sadly. “Thank you, Jamie.”

“Of course,” I say, but I don’t deserve the praise. I should have called like a decent fucking person. But I don’t tell her that and ruin the moment. “Your mom was always nice to me,” I say. “And she was funny. Remember how she’d sit out on the dock while we were in the water? Called it quality control, but I think she was just making sure I didn’t steal you away.”

“She liked you,” Noa says. “She really liked you.”

“I’m glad.”

And I mean it. I know how important she was to Noa, and I regret not being there for her when it happened.

Still, Noa seems heartened, even amused. “Wait until my father finds out you sent those flowers,” she adds. “He’s going to hate that.”

I sniff a laugh, assuming I’m not her father’s favorite person right now, not after disappearing from Noa’s life. He would certainly be justified.

Noa and I fall into an easy silence, same way we keep falling. Doesn’t matter that we’ll eventually hit the ground, both of us bruised and wondering if it was worth it. And yet… I still can’t help myself.

I was always going to come down to her beach. Fuck, I knew that before I even got on the helicopter to fly out here.

Noa taps my arm, fast, insistent. “Jamie,” she says, her voice sharp with something between disbelief and fear. She doesn’t look at me. Just points.

I follow to where she’s indicating across the water, scanning the stretch of thick, wild Everglades. At first, it’s a blur of brush and broken trees, and then I spot it. Tucked in the back as if it’s hiding on purpose.

The roof of a bright pink building.

It doesn’t belong there. Not out here in the middle of nowhere. Bubblegum pink against the muted greens and browns of the Everglades—surreal. And honestly? Fucking creepy.

There, surrounded by splintered trees and soggy marsh, the building just… sits. Like it’s been waiting for us.

“Please tell me that’s not where we’re going,” I say, half joking, but my voice lands flat.

The others are already at the side of the boat, watching it like they’re under a spell. They begin congratulating each other. They’re thrilled.

Me? Not so much. I curse under my breath as I turn toward the reeds. The water shallows quickly, slapping gently at the hull. I yank the throttle back a gear, the boat groaning as we slow.

“Tech!” I snap, jerking my head toward the bank. “We need a plan.”

He comes to the wheel, scanning the area. He motions to a break in the reeds a few yards ahead. “There,” he says. “Go really slow. It’s super tight.”

It looks impossible, large patches of land mixed with cracked tree limbs from the storm. “Have you ever actually been down this path?” I ask him.

Tech smiles. “No one’s been here in decades.”

“Of course,” I mutter, annoyed at the amount of stress I’m putting on my boat. I lower the gear even more, just enough throttle to keep the blades moving, but slow enough that I’ll be able to untangle any debris that might get stuck.

As I ease my way through the water, I can hear the hollow scrapes along the side of my boat. Hopefully it’s not tearing up the paint, but honestly, that’s the least of my worries. I’m just trying not to get stuck.

Up ahead, I spot what looks like the crumbling edge of a concrete dock. Behind it, a single-lane road cuts through the marsh, leading toward the pink building.

I keep us moving, slow and deliberate. I manage to get us close to the barrier, and Tech jumps out. Shawn follows, helping him secure us to a jagged piece of rusted rebar that’s sticking up from the concrete.

Once the boat is tied off, I hold out my hand to Noa. The second her fingers touch mine, it’s a jolt of electricity through my arm. She feels it too—I can tell by the way her breath catches.

We step onto the cracked concrete, the sound of water trickling through the deep crevices beneath us. The road looks as if it has been submerged for too long—the moss on the pavement slick and wet. The twisted branches of the trees reach toward the sky as if trying to block out the sunlight. Birds, distant and eerie, call out, and the sound is almost unnatural, making the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.

I glance at the others, then back at the building.

“I’m not waiting in the boat,” I say, firm.

There is no way I’m sitting alone on that water, too far away for them to hear me scream for help.

Tech sniffs a laugh, waving his hand like he doesn’t care either way. He stares ahead, taking it all in. Then slowly, he starts to smile before looking around at us, his eyes a little misty.

“Welcome to the Starline Hotel,” he says.

“Holy shit,” Shawn says, bouncing up and down. “We seriously found it!” She pulls him into a hug and Noa joins in.

I just stand there, no idea where we are or what this place is supposed to be. The others seemed to have found exactly what they were looking for.

But I’m still lost.

“A little backstory?” I ask, raising my eyebrows.

Tech straightens away from the girls, grinning as he adjusts his glasses. He’s practically buzzing with the thrill of it all. “The Starline Hotel,” he says, like the name alone explains everything.

It doesn’t. I shrug.

He gestures toward the building. “That used to be the Starline Hotel. Super exclusive. Posh. You know, a place where rich folks like you didn’t have to mix with us commoners.”

“Oh, fuck off,” I mutter, already annoyed. He just smirks and holds up his hand like, Let me finish. “And for the record, I’m not rich,” I add. “My father is.”

While Shawn rolls her eyes at that, Noa lets out a genuine laugh.

Tech starts pacing. “Anyway, here’s the part that matters,” he says. “One night, about forty years ago, there was a fire. One that burned the entire place to the ground—or so the official story goes. A rich white girl named Florence Marsten died that night. And someone had to take the blame.”

I glance over his shoulder to the building that’s definitely not reduced to ash and rubble. It’s standing. Tilted and weathered, but still standing.

“Who told you that?” I ask, my voice low.

Tech pauses, eyes still on the building. When he finally looks at me, the spark has faded into something colder. Angrier. “Everyone and no one,” he says. “The story’s baked into the Collective’s version of history. But here’s the truth: There was no fire. At least, not the way they said. And still, they blamed my Uncle Gabriel. They said he started it. They said he killed her. All without a single piece of evidence.” He swallows, jaw clenched now. His pain is palpable. “My uncle never made it home that night. Or any night ever again. He disappeared.”

My stomach tightens. “Why did they blame him?”

“Because in Cape Hope, the police took the word of a couple anonymous rich kids. That’s all it took. And after that, people started acting like they’d never heard of the Starline Hotel, let alone been there before.”

“Come on,” I say. “Someone had to talk about it.”

“The Collective doesn’t exactly like to advertise its bullshit,” Noa comments. “Especially when the truth could hurt them.” She scans the hotel again before looking back at me. “At the end of the day, it doesn’t matter what any of us think happened that night,” she explains. “It’s about what we can prove. Ever since that tragedy, the rich people of Cape Hope have blamed us for everything. They see Chasers as criminals, no matter what we do.”

She’s right. Jordan even said some were murderers, like it was fact.

“My uncle was innocent,” Tech says, fierce now. “Whatever went down that night, that girl’s death started a war between the Chasers and the Collective that we’re still fighting today. If we can prove that they’re liars, break apart whatever lore they’ve surrounded themselves with, we can shift the balance of power in Cape Hope.”

Shawn steps in, resting her hand gently on his arm, grounding him. Together, they start toward the hotel, its windows reflecting the tree shadows, deep and dark.

Noa and I hang back, falling into step a few paces behind. She doesn’t say anything at first, just glances around as if she’s expecting something to come out from between the trees. Crawl out of the marsh.

“What’s wrong?” I ask her.

“Well…” she says apprehensively. “There was one other thing we didn’t mention. But, uh… a lot of the locals believe this place is haunted.”

I try to shake off the sudden unease creeping up my spine. “By what?” I ask, trying to sound casual. “The girl who died?”

She nods, but her eyes flicker toward the trees again, like she’s listening to something. “Not just about the girl, or even Gabriel,” she says, her voice quieter as if not wanting them to hear her. “It’s the marsh itself. Have you ever really listened to the Everglades?”

I shake my head, not sure what she means. I’ve never cared about this place—never felt the need to. But now, with the way she says it, the trees feels different. Like something is waiting, hidden in the shadows. Watching.

“This place is alive,” she says softly. “And not just because of the plants or animals. People bury their secrets out here. And maybe after all these generations, the place just…” She trails off, her words hanging in the air like a warning.

“Just what?” I ask, barely more than a whisper.

“Maybe it decided to keep them,” she says, her eyes never leaving the trees. “Bury things deep in mud and never let them go.”

Goose bumps rise along my arms, an anxiety I can’t shake. I try to shrug it off, but it doesn’t fade—pressing in around me instead.

Noa hesitates for a moment, and then her voice cracks. “I didn’t tell you earlier, but… my brother ran away last year. I don’t know if you knew that.”

I turn to her, stunned. “Oh,” I say, the words awkward, inadequate. “I’m sorry. I had no idea.” Although I noticed that Ellis wasn’t around, I just assumed he had gone off to college or moved to another town. I’m shocked that he would just take off.

Noa looks toward the trees again, her expression distant. “I used to think Ellis came to the marsh and got lost here. But it’s more likely he went to Miami or even all the way to California. I still listen for him sometimes, when I’m alone—thinking the trees will tell on him.” She lets out a small, sad laugh, almost like she’s trying to make the pain sound distant.

But I hear the ache in her voice even as she tries to hide it. I can only imagine how much this hurts her, especially after losing her mother. Noa and Ellis were close. It had to be hard.

“I always think of this place as another dimension,” she adds. “A place where something can get lost and never come back.”

I’m not sure how to comfort her at first, what I can possibly say. “You did find a lost hotel,” I point out, motioning toward it.

She looks down the road at the Starline, watching her friends as they get closer. I catch the flash of uncertainty, the mix of nerves and pride that she’s trying to keep in check. “Yeah, we did,” she says, her voice steadier now. She turns toward me, invigorated. “Come on.” She grabs my shirt to tug me forward. “Let’s catch up with the others.”

Her fingers trail down my arm until they touch mine for just a second, and then she’s jogging forward, out of my reach.

I’m left a little breathless as I chase after her.





CHAPTER THIRTEEN

—NOA

We found the Starline Hotel.

We found it just sitting in the marsh like a forgotten tomb, half sunk and rotting, its name barely legible on the plaque near the front. STARLINE HOTEL. I trace my fingers over the letters to make sure it’s all real, the sign slick with moss. It’s real. And one thing’s for sure—this place wasn’t burned to the ground like they say.

I swallow hard and glance up at the building. It’s not as grand as I expected, not anymore. Maybe once, before the Everglades swallowed it up. I try to picture it back then—golden lights spilling out from windows, guests arriving via helicopter, their laughter curling in the warm, humid air. Now, all that’s left is decay.

The hotel stands three stories high, its edges blurred by overgrowth. The second and third floors still cling to some semblance of structure, but the first floor is partially submerged in the swamp. A thick, sludgy kind of quiet settles over the place, and it makes my skin prickle.

“I can’t believe it didn’t completely sink,” Shawn mutters beside me, tapping her toe against a rock. It slips into the water around the entrance of the hotel, and ripples spread and disappear into the murky depths.

Tech stands a few feet away, arms crossed, studying the wreckage like a problem that needs solving. I’m happy he convinced us to do this; I’m happy we all have a chance at redemption. Still… the air is thick with uneasiness.

Next to me, Jamie watches the tree line, his eyes scanning the branches overhead. Darting around like he’s half expecting something to lunge from the shadows.

I probably shouldn’t have told him the trees were listening.

“So how do we get in?” Shawn asks, impatient. “The lobby’s underwater, and I’m not swimming with alligators.”

We all go quiet, scanning the building for an answer. I can smell the scent of wet earth and mildew, and something else, something sharp and sour, like old wood left to rot.

“There.” Tech points to the side of the hotel.

An iron trellis, rusted and warped, clings to the wall like a broken rib cage. It stretches to a second-floor window, waiting there like a black hole straight into the unknown.

I don’t like it. Besides the fact that I hate heights and the dark, the trellis looks unstable, the metal stained red with rust and corroded in places. I open my mouth to say it’s a bad idea, but before I can, Tech grips the lowest rung. Testing it before confirming it’s solid.

I’m anxious as Tech starts to climb the trellis, flakes of rust scattering off the bars. The entire iron grid whines under his weight.

“Be careful,” I call instinctively, watching as he grips the bars, his forearms flexed.

Just as Tech looks back at me, one of the rungs breaks off under his sneaker, sending it soaring toward the ground and impaling itself into an overgrown planter. We all stare at it, and then at him.

“My bad,” he says.

“Try not to kill yourself!” Shawn calls up, waving. “Or us!”

“I will do my best,” he replies, a bit out of breath, and then he begins crawling up the trellis again.

I start to gnaw on the corner of my finger, and next to me, Shawn is shifting from one foot to the next. The sound of the metal grates on my nerves, whining and eerie as it echoes.

It feels like it takes forever, but when Tech finally reaches the window, Shawn and I exchange a look of relief. Tech loops his arm over the top of the trellis, and then leans forward to rub a section of dried mud off the glass. He cups his hand around his temple and peers inside. We’re all quiet.

After a long pause, Tech gives us an enthusiastic thumbs-up. Shawn claps, jumping up and down with excitement while Jamie bends to rest his hand on his knees, as if he’d been holding his breath.

Tech braces against the window, trying to pry it open. It doesn’t budge. After all this time—decades of rot and neglect—the lock still holds.

Tech exhales sharply, then shrugs off his shirt, exposing his back to the shadowed marsh. His skin is already slick with sweat, muscles tense as he wraps the fabric around his hand. Without hesitation, he pulls his arm back and slams his fist through the glass.

The sharp pop is followed by the brittle sound of the window shattering inward. I jump, and then step back as pieces of glass spray down like confetti. A few shards bounce off the ledge and fall to the water below, disappearing without a trace.

“You all right?” Tech calls, checking on us. His voice is too loud, too casual, in the silence. For the first time since we arrived, he looks scared. I wonder if the rumors of hauntings and spirits are feeling more real now that he’s so close.

I open my mouth to tell him to be careful, but before I can, he’s already climbing through the broken window, disappearing inside.

And then the marsh goes still.

I don’t mean quiet—I mean still. No buzzing. No croaking. Not even the slosh of water against the hotel’s crumbling foundation. It’s like the entire Everglades is waiting.

Beside me, Jamie is flushed, damp hair sticking to his forehead as sweat rolls down his neck. He’s trying to play it cool, but his fingers twitch at his sides, and I can see his throat bob as he swallows.

I don’t blame him.

If I were him—following a group of Chasers into an abandoned, half-sunken hotel with a murder rumor attached to it? Yeah. I’d be nervous as hell too.

Minutes stretch on, the humid heat pressing in from all sides.

How long would it take for the coast guard to get here?

Before I can ask Shawn, Tech’s head suddenly pops back through the broken window, his eyes bright with something electric.

“You guys have to check this out!” he shouts.

I groan out my relief as Shawn scrambles forward to claw her way up the rusted iron trellis. When I turn to Jamie, he holds out his hand to tell me to go ahead of him. My heart is pounding, but the worry is replaced with excitement.

Tech found something. I could hear it in his voice.

I grab on to the metal bar, the texture rough under my fingers, grainy with corrosion. I climb, and above me Shawn slips through the broken window with ease. I move in next, careful not to cut myself, and step into the room.

When I straighten, I’m struck by how cold the air is. Freezing in comparison to the oppressive heat outside. I press my hand under my nose to block the overwhelming smell of mildew, rotting fabric.

I realize that I don’t hear Jamie. I poke my head back out the window, appreciating the fresh air even as the humidity presses against my skin again. Jamie is still on the ground.

“You coming?” I ask him.

He hesitates, glancing around at the trees. “I could,” he says, voice lighter than the way his fingers flex at his sides, “or I could wait out here and keep watch.”

“Sounds like an excuse.” I smile, but if I’m honest, I sort of wish I’d stayed outside with him. The feeling inside this hotel is nothing short of eerie.

Jamie exhales, rubbing his palm along the back of his neck. “Excuse?” he repeats. He pauses and then nods. “Maybe a little,” he admits. “But if this place is as messed up as you all say, someone should keep an eye out. You never know who else might come looking for it.”

A shiver runs over my arms. You never know who else might be here already.

I duck back inside, and as I turn, the weight of the room settles over me. It’s dark, the only light coming from the open window and the shaky glow of Tech’s phone flashlight. Shawn turns her light on and I do the same, but even with those, the shadows stretch long against the peeling wallpaper, shifting as we move. The air, thick and wet, sticks in the back of my throat.

The bed in the center of the room is still made, the quilt thin and rotting. The walls, once patterned with delicate flowers, are stained and peeling in long, curling strips. Mold spreads up from the floor and expands like creeping fingers.

My stomach twists.

Tech moves toward the closet, his beam of light sweeping across a row of discolored dresses still hanging from rusted hooks. The sight of them—untouched, waiting—makes something cold coil deep in my chest. On the floor beneath them, stacked in a careless heap, are suitcases.

“Help me get these open,” Tech says.

I kneel, my hands hovering over a blue suitcase. The pressed leather is dry and cracked, the latch firmly locked despite the years. I grab a glass ashtray from the bedside table, my fingers slick against the smooth surface, and bring it down hard. I pause when the lock doesn’t open on the first try.

It’s strange how easy it feels to break into someone’s personal belongings. But instead of guilt, I’m overwhelmed with anticipation. These things are a moment frozen in time, a clue to what happened that night in the 1980s. The person in this room clearly left in a hurry, and because of that, maybe they left behind a piece of the story. Left behind something that can finally tell us the truth.

With a sharp breath, I lift the ashtray and slam it against the lock again. A crack echoes through the stale air. Another hit. Then another. And just as the latch starts to bend, Shawn’s voice cuts through the room.

“Jackpot,” she says.

Tech and I turn just as she unfolds the suitcase in front of her on the floor. Inside is a stack of neatly folded and surprisingly well-preserved eighties-style dresses—brightly colored, almost out of a time capsule. On the other side, tucked under the strap, is a small sequined bag. The pearls on its clasp catch the glow of Shawn’s phone flashlight.

Shawn coos over the bag and runs her finger across the textured surface. “This is gorgeous,” she murmurs.

“See what’s inside,” Tech urges.

Shawn brings the entire suitcase to the bed. When she sets it down, a puff of dust rises around it. She takes the small bag, undoes the snap, and then upends the contents onto the quilt. Jewelry tumbles onto the bed—a tarnished gold necklace; a handful of rings, their stones dull but possibly valuable trinkets from another life, another era.

“Holy shit, is this real?” Tech asks. Truthfully, I don’t know—but my heart is racing at the possibility of finding jewelry that could be worth something.

Would it be stealing if we sold it to help save the Shack? I’ll debate the morality later. For now, I start to sift through the jewelry.

From what we can tell—and we are certainly no experts—the stones seem legit. Then again, I’ve never seen a real diamond before.

I let the jewelry slide through my fingers, before turning back to the suitcase I was working on earlier. My grip tightens on the ashtray. I need to know what else we’ll find. It all feels addictive and dangerous now, like a bank heist, but instead we’re in a decrepit old murder hotel.

One hit, then another. Finally, the lock gives with a sharp crack, snapping open. Inside the suitcase is more clothing, seeming to belong to a man. It is just as well preserved, locked up for decades and protected from the elements. I unclip one of the side compartments.

There, tucked beneath an elastic band, is a note. Faded ink on brittle paper, a whisper from the past. Beside it, an emerald ring, delicate and small. I lift the note carefully. The handwriting is slanted, elegant:

As beautiful as your eyes, my sweet Marigold. Love, Powell Landis.

My heart skips. This is intimate. This wasn’t supposed to be forgotten. I glance at the other suitcase on the bed, and I imagine Marigold and Powell were here together. That he had planned to give this to her. Unlike the other items, discarded and forgotten, this was meant to be found.

My skin is buzzing with possibilities. There’s an entire hotel to explore, and if this is any indication, there are treasures everywhere. This place is untouched, which means so are its secrets.

“I’ll be back,” I tell the others, stepping into the hallway before they can argue.

The hallway stretches ahead of me, eerie in fractured daylight. A hole in the ceiling lets in weak beams of sunlight, illuminating the space in a hazy glow. Below, the main lobby is now a stagnant pool of standing marsh water, and loud drips from the roof hit the pool with a rhythmic and echoing splash.

Even in its decay, the hotel hums with history. The jewel-toned wallpaper, faded but intricate. The white piano in the corner, half sunken, its keys eaten away by time. The velvet couches, their deep reds and greens overtaken by mold.

I continue down the hall, still not seeing any obvious signs of a fire, and head to a room at the end. When I try the door, I’m surprised that it’s unlocked. I push it open with my palm, and then I’m stunned by what I see. Inside, the room is perfectly preserved.

Unlike the other room, this space isn’t abandoned. Instead, it feels like it’s been waiting for someone to return. The bedcovers are pulled back as if someone had just left. Although they’re clearly old, the sheets are not rotted. Sitting by the door is a suitcase, packed and ready to go.

Why did the guests leave everything behind if they had their bags ready? Or better yet, why not come back for their belongings?

The silence in the room presses in around me, thick and expectant. It’s suffocating in here. Something just doesn’t… well, it doesn’t feel right. My skin prickles as if I’m being watched, and I quickly check the door in case someone is standing there. But I’m alone.

I move toward the bedside table. When I open the drawer, I find it filled with papers, most of them rotted from the humidity. I take some of the pages out; but the first few crumple to shreds in my hand.

Stuck to the bottom of the drawer is a Polaroid picture, the white edges curling up. The photo is of a woman, young and beautiful. She stares past the camera, her expression unreadable. Next to her is a man with dark hair and a popped collar, his face blurred with movement and double exposure. An eighties villain in the flesh. But it’s not him who matters.

It’s her.

The way her eyes aren’t on him. The way she looks just past the frame, toward someone else. A sense of longing in her downturned eyes. She’s fascinating.

I flip the photo over but the back is blank. No names. No date.

Unease continues to haunt me, so I set the photo down and walk over to the luggage. First is a small yellow suitcase. It opens easily. Inside, delicate lace underwear, a cocktail dress. An overnight bag for someone looking to impress, or take off on their honeymoon.

The second case is empty, as is the third. Now, this is strange. Where are her belongings? I’m positive she didn’t come to the Starline Hotel with empty suitcases. Not to mention, there is nothing hanging in the closet, either… just empty, rusted coat hangers.

I look around the room, feeling unsettled. Feeling as if I’m not alone.





CHAPTER FOURTEEN

—JAMIE

There are moments when you reconsider your life choices. Did I go on this adventure to hang out with Noa again? Mostly—I’m not going to lie to myself about that. But did I expect to end up at an abandoned hotel, breaking and entering, hoping to solve a decades-old murder? Absolutely not.

I guess that’s my fault. Should have expected anything.

The Everglades stretch around me, humming with heat thick enough to choke on. It definitely smells like there’s something dead here, some animal carcass rotting nearby. I shift my stance, my sneaker sinking an inch into the soft, marshy ground. Every sound—the ripple of water, the rustle of reeds—has my nerves on edge. I know there’s wildlife out here. Things with teeth. Things that don’t care that I’m not part of the food chain.

In my pocket, my phone buzzes. I sigh, knowing that it’s probably my mother. But when I check the screen, I see Jordan’s name instead.

A flash of anger washes over me, hot and fast. My fingers tighten around the phone as I instinctively reach up to touch the bruise under my eye. It still stings.

Jordan followed Matteo after he hit me. She didn’t stand up to him or call him out—not for what he did to me; not for what he did to the surfboard. I shouldn’t even care—it’s not like we’re close friends or anything. It’s just that… I don’t like bullies. I’ve spent my entire life with my father, so yeah, I don’t like bullies and I don’t like the people who enable them.

And now, I can’t help but wonder who Jordan has really been sneaking around with when she tells her mother that she’s with me.

“Not my problem,” I mutter under my breath and click Ignore on the call. I shove the phone back into my pocket.

A gust of wind rattles the leaves in the trees. I glance around, still uneasy, and then look up at the hotel. Noa and her friends have been inside for a while. Not that I’d want to switch places—I’m fine out here. The thought of stepping in that haunted-ass hotel creeps me out.

Then, behind one of the windows, I see a flash of movement.

For a split second, I literally think it’s a ghost.

When my brain finally makes sense of it, I recognize Noa inside. A second later, the others appear beside her. They seem to be talking, looking around.

Relief loosens the tension in my chest, and I laugh at myself. My eyes are playing tricks on me out here. I glance around again, uneasy. Although I should probably wait since I’m not part of their group, that doesn’t mean I’m not invested. I want them to win. I want to be with them.

I walk to the trellis and grip the rusted bar. I yank a few times, testing its strength. It holds. Barely. I start up the trellis, moving slow, wincing at every creak of the metal. My pulse hammers as I climb, the ground way too far below for comfort. But somehow, I make it to the second story, climbing through the broken window.

My sneakers crunch on the broken glass as I step into the room. There’s an open suitcase on the bed with several pieces of clothing hanging out of it, like it’s been rummaged through. Which is unsettling, considering this room is moldy and rotten—the smell alone is terrible. The suitcase is a sign of life in an otherwise dead space.

I follow the sound of voices into the hall. A door is ajar at the end, and I make my way there. Before I can reach it, I hear what sounds like a motor. Quickly, I try the closest room door. It opens, and I dash to peer out the window.

Driving very slowly past my boat is a Sealine T50—a hell of a ride to take into the marshes. There are two guys aboard, but their faces are obscured by the hanging branches. I hold my breath, waiting to see if they’ll dock. They don’t. They pass by and move farther down the shoreline.

But my gut says they knew this place was here—again, why take a boat like that into the marsh if you didn’t already know what you were looking for? They’re probably going to turn around and come back.

I rush from the room, and push open the door at the end of the hall. It flies open, the handle lodging into the wall behind the entrance, and Noa yelps. The three Chasers stare at me in surprise.

Noa’s eyes are alarmed. “Jamie—”

“We got to go,” I cut her off, waving them toward me. “A boat just drove by.”

“What do you mean?” she asks, her voice sharp.

Tech doesn’t hesitate—he pulls open his backpack and begins stuffing in piles of old-looking papers. Shawn scrambles to help him.

“It was a nice boat,” I continue, breathless. “Seemed to slow—checking things out. I’m guessing they’re going to come back. Looked like there were two guys on board, and to me, it seemed like they knew this place was here.”

Shawn curses under her breath, and exchanges a worried look with Noa. Tech grabs a few more things to put in the bag.

“And what is all that?” I ask him.

“I don’t know yet,” he says. “Random papers from the rooms, notes, receipts—whatever I can find. There’s got to be a clue here somewhere. If they weren’t using aliases, maybe we can track one of these guests down and get some answers from them. A few might still be in Cape Hope.”

Noa crosses to the nightstand, reaching into an open drawer. “I did find a photo,” she says, holding up a Polaroid for us to see.

It’s a picture of a beautiful lady standing with a guy who looked like a total douchebag. The colors of the photo are faded from decades in the drawer.

Tech’s breath catches, and he snatches the Polaroid out of Noa’s hands. As his eyes dart over the picture, his expression shifts from surprise to recognition.

“Where did you find this?” he asks. “In this room?”

Noa nods, suddenly uneasy. “Yeah. Right here.” She motions to the nightstand. “Why? Who is she?”

Tech swallows. “This is…” He taps the woman’s face. “This is Florence Marsten. This was her room.”

Noa puts her hand over her heart, while Shawn looks around as if they’ve just recited a conjuring spell.

“Isn’t that the woman who died?” I ask, earning a sharp look from Shawn, as if warning me not to say it out loud. Just as I’m about to tell her not to worry about ghosts, there is a lapping sound from the hallway—like something moving through water.

I freeze, we all do, and turn toward the door. Sounds like swimming, something gliding over water. Or… it’s the sound of a dead socialite, climbing out of her watery grave to come up here and take our souls.

“We need to go,” I say immediately. I grab Noa’s hand, pulling her fast toward the hallway.

Shawn and Tech don’t argue. They gather more papers from the drawer to put in the backpack, their hands shaking as we dash past them.

“Jamie—” Noa tries to argue.

I don’t stop. I pull Noa into the hall and along the railing, the only thing separating us from the still, black water below. As we make our way toward the trellis, she tugs on my hand and stops.

“What is that sound?” she whispers as she darts her eyes around at the rooms. The closed doors.

My footsteps slow, my heart pounding. I move to the railing, clutching the wood banister as I look down. When I do, my breath catches.

Something is indeed moving down there. A ripple slices through the swamp water, long and dark, slithering just beneath the surface. Noa stiffens beside me, eyes locked on the shifting form.

“Gator?” she whispers.

I swallow. Maybe. Probably. It’s Florida—Everglades territory. But the thing moves too fluidly, like it’s barely breaking the surface. Graceful. Ghostly.

A moment later, the creature does a somersault before its head pops up. It’s a manatee—chubby and dog faced. It glides on its back before disappearing under the water again.

I let out a relieved groan, while Noa laughs softly under her breath, shaking her head.

“Damn,” she says. “For a second, I thought it was…”

She pauses, but I know exactly what she was thinking.

“Florence Marsten,” I murmur.

Noa shudders. “Yeah,” she agrees quietly.

Thing is, that possibility doesn’t seem gone yet either. The hotel feels colder now. The air denser. It’s like the walls are closing in on us.

We step back from the railing just as Tech and Shawn come racing out, colliding with us. Noa yelps, steadying herself before falling while I stagger back a few steps. Tech looks between us, annoyed.

“What are you doing out here?” he says. “You were the one who wanted to—”

The sound of voices from just outside the building echoes toward us. We freeze, looking around at one another as we listen. My heart is racing again. Is it considered breaking and entering if the building is abandoned? Are these guys here to do the same? Pretty sure I don’t want to find out.

I wave our group forward, and quickly, we dart back into the room with the broken window. We duck next to the exit. Tech lifts his head to peer outside toward the water.

“They dropped their anchor a little ways from your boat,” he says. “But I don’t see anyone out there. I think they’re trying to get inside. How many guys were there?” he asks me.

“Two,” I say. “When they get in the lobby, we should run for it. Do we have a clear path to my boat?”

“Yeah, I think so,” Tech says. But he looks as worried as I feel.

There might not be enough time to get there. We would all have to climb down the trellis; it wouldn’t be fast. If those guys step back outside, or hear us, we’d have to run for it. And it’s a long way to the water.

“We need to distract them,” I say, earning an annoyed look from Shawn.

“Sure, right,” she says. “How do we do that?”

“No idea,” I reply.

In the distance, there’s a loud bang and we all jump, crouching lower on the floor.

“Was that a gunshot?” Shawn whispers, wide-eyed.

“I think so,” Tech replies. He looks at me as if he’s considering my thought.

I definitely don’t want to die in an abandoned hotel. And just as I think that, there is low howling noise, like wind trapped in a tunnel. Cold prickles, like fingernails along the back of my neck, make me jump to my feet again. Shivers run over my entire body.

“I’m just going to say it,” I tell the group, rubbing my neck to erase the feeling. “I’m pretty sure this place is haunted as fuck, and I’m not spending eternity with the girl who died here. Now, with that being said,” I continue, “if those guys out there have a gun, I also don’t want to get shot in the back trying to run away. I’m not happy about it, but one of us will have to distract them. Obviously, it should be me.”

From downstairs, there is the sound of glass smashing. They’re now inside the hotel.

“Why you?” Noa asks, alarmed.

“Because I’m fast,” I reply instantly, and Noa stares at me in disbelief. “Seriously, though,” I add. “I am. Now, you all need to go. Don’t wait for me. The boat keys are under the seat. Drive it down toward the opening of the marsh, and I’ll catch up with you there.”

“Are you insane?” Noa asks in an urgent whisper.

“There are gators,” Tech tells me. He looks at Shawn, and now all of them are worried.

“I’ll be fine,” I say, sounding braver than I feel. “You have to go now.”

Tech is the first one at the window, checking the outside before swinging his legs over the sill. He pauses there a moment, as if waiting for me to change my mind. I wave him forward and he shakes his head and mutters that I’m stubborn.

“Clear,” he whispers to the girls, and starts down the trellis. Shawn quickly follows, but Noa doesn’t move.

“What are you going to do?” she asks me.

I smile to calm her fears. “Not sure yet,” I say honestly. “But don’t worry—I’ll meet you on the boat. You know I’d never abandon my Sweet Caroline.”

“Too late for your bullshit; I’m already worried,” she says. “You don’t know your way around the marsh. I should stay to make sure you don’t do something you’ll regret.”

I snort a laugh. “I’ll be honest… I’m already regretting this.” When she doesn’t smile back, I take a step closer to her. “I promise, I have no intention of getting killed today. Now, go. You’ll need at least a five-minute head start on me.”

“Tech wasn’t kidding,” she adds. “There are alligators in that water.”

“I believe you,” I tell her. “I don’t plan on getting eaten by an alligator, either.”

“They would drown you first,” she murmurs. She waits a moment longer before she curses under her breath and walks to the window. “Don’t you dare die on me,” she adds. “Or I really will hate you.”

When she looks at me, though, I can see that would never happen. I nod her on, wishing I could go with her. Just to make sure she stays safe.

Once Noa makes her way out, I hear voices echo from the lobby. I quietly make my way into the hallway, and tip my head over the railing to peer down. There’s a guy already on the staircase. His hair and clothes are wet, and I assume they shot the lock on the door but couldn’t get it open because of the water pressure. So they broke a window and swam inside. They must not know about the iron trellis, which is a good sign.

The guy shifts, and that’s when I see the gun in his hand, my heart jolting. Another guy surfaces just behind him on the stairs, swimming up before climbing out. As I lean forward to get a better look at them, the floor creaks loudly under my feet.

The two men glance up and see me standing there. I inhale sharply as the guy in front points his gun in my direction. Instinctively, I crouch down.

“Who the hell are you?” the guy yells. “What are you doing here?”

I don’t respond, afraid to let them hear my voice.

There’s another loud bang, the sound echoing loudly and startling me so badly that I knock my elbow against the railing. At first, I think I’ve been hit. I don’t move, but when I look down and realize there’s no blood, I know that I have to do something quickly.

There is a thunder of footsteps as the men race up the stairs toward me.

I won’t have enough time to get down the trellis and to the boat. Weaponless, I dart into the room and grab the open suitcase off the bed, grab another by the handle, and race back into the hallway. I throw them both. The closed suitcase hits the first guy directly in the face with a thud, knocking him back into the wall, while the other suitcase flaps open. Its contents scatter over the stairs, and the case lodges between the spindles of the railing, momentarily blocking the path as the men have to climb over it.

I dash back into the room, closing the door and locking it behind me. I run for the window and swing out over the sill, catching myself on the iron bar. As I do, a piece of jagged, rusted metal slashes through my forearm. I cry out in pain. A stream of blood immediately starts running down my arm, and I have no way to stop it.

Up ahead, the others are at the boat with the engine running. Noa’s on what’s left of the dock, holding the line and waiting for me. I want to scream for her to go, but I don’t want the guys inside to hear me. I only have a minute on them.

I drop the rest of the way down, my legs connecting hard before I roll onto my side in the soft, marshy earth. It’s difficult to catch my breath from the fall, but I take off running as fast as I can for the old road toward the boat.

The wound in my forearm pulsates, red blood running down my wrist, dripping off my fingertips. I’m definitely going to need stitches. I flash a look at the trees as I race forward, and at that same moment, the wind shifts. The leaves rattle and a branch falls. For some reason, it feels surreal, like a staged scene. Because there on the ground where the branch fell, something catches my attention.

I stagger to a stop, making sure my eyes aren’t deceiving me. My heart is pounding, and now… abject fear begins to cover me in ice. On the ground is a series of lumps, a flash of skin, a shirt…

Holy shit, is that a dead body?

Without thinking, I take a step in that direction, wanting to investigate. I hear Noa shout, and when I look up, she’s waving me toward the boat, her eyes frantically darting between me and the hotel. I imagine the men are at the window behind me.

I have to run. Although I want to know if what I’m seeing is really there, I also want to survive the day. Noa waits stubbornly for me on the dock, and I make a break toward her.

I’m nearly there. My adrenaline is pumping, but just as I cross onto the concrete decking, there are shouts and the echo of another gunshot.

Noa scrambles into the boat, screaming at Tech to punch it. The engine roars and the boat surges forward, the water churning violently behind it.

I don’t stop. I jump, and for a second, I’m airborne. Then I crash hard against the white benches, landing in a heap on the floor. The impact knocks the air from my lungs, my body screaming in protest.

“He’s been hit!” Shawn shouts suddenly. “There’s blood everywhere!”

Tech doesn’t even look back. He throttles it, and the boat slices through the water faster than I’ve ever seen it move.

Noa drops to the floor beside me, her hands everywhere, pushing through my hair, pressing against my chest. She’s searching for bullet wounds.

“Jamie,” she says, her voice sharp with fear. “Where is it?” she asks.

“I don’t think I’m shot,” I tell her, still gasping in breaths. I’m not sure if that’s true; it’s entirely possible I’ve been hit and just haven’t registered it yet.

Noa isn’t convinced. She gently lifts my arm and notices the wound there. “Shawn, look,” she tells her friend. “Shit, it’s deep,” she adds under her breath.

“I cut it on the trellis,” I manage.

Warm liquid runs over my arm, pooling on the deck, but I keep my head down, my body still reeling from the adrenaline crash.

“Shawn, get a towel,” Noa tells her. Shawn grabs one off the seat, and the two girls wrap my wound tightly, making me wince.

The boat is flying through the water, so fast that none of us can stand up, not that I would even try. I feel wrecked right now. My arm hurts; my body. My fucking black eye. Noa stays crouched on the floor of the boat next to me, blood smeared all over the deck.

“We need to get him to the hospital,” Noa tells Tech. “It’s bad.”

“Yeah, I noticed,” he replies dryly. Shawn offers me a look of concern. Then she nods, as if acknowledging that I saved their asses.

But all I can think about is what I saw in those trees.

“Hey,” I call out, my voice barely loud enough to hear over the wind. When Noa checks on me, her face concerned, I swallow hard. “In the trees,” I tell her. “I think… I think I saw a dead body.”

Noa’s mouth falls open, her eyes widening with fear. She quickly turns to Tech and Shawn, the three of them silent with the horror of something unspoken. Noa falls back into a sitting position, as if in shock, her lips pulling downward.

“Was it a guy?” she asks me.

Although I could see the outline of a body, I have no way to know who was lying there. It was human shaped—that’s about all I could say for sure. When I tell her that I don’t know, she shakes her head as if my answer isn’t good enough.

“What did he look like?” she demands.

She exchanges another look with Shawn, and then she gets up to move to the bench, her friend comforting her. I know what she’s thinking—that it’s her brother out there. That it’s Ellis. And I want to comfort her, show up for her this time. But honestly, I think I’m bleeding out.

And with that, the world around me goes dark.





CHAPTER FIFTEEN

—NOA

My heart is racing as we approach the dock of the Surf Shack. The sun glints off the water, bright and blinding, but I can’t feel its warmth. I’m in shock. Jamie has passed out, blood everywhere, and there’s a possibility that my brother’s dead body is in the marsh near the Starline Hotel.

Of course that’s what I’m thinking. Who else could it be?

The ache in my chest—it all rushes back, crashing over me like a tidal wave. Is Ellis really out there? We can’t even go back to Rum Runner to check, even if we wanted to take our chances with the men with guns. Right now, Jamie needs to get to a hospital.

As we approach the dock, an ambulance waits, red-and-blue lights flashing across the sand. Paramedics hurry toward us as Sheriff Castillo appears, striding down the dock as we drift in, his face set like stone. Shawn had been the one to call my uncle, letting him know we’d need both an ambulance and his help.

She didn’t tell him about the body. I need to do that in person.

As Shawn grabs the rope, ready to toss it to the sheriff, Jamie stirs awake. He blinks up at the sky, his eyes bloodshot. I’m not sure if he knows where he is anymore. He smiles lazily when he sees me, and it gives me back a little bit of warmth.

I brush his hair off his forehead, his skin sweaty and clammy at the same time. A little sunburned from earlier on the beach. His black eye is more pronounced now that he’s paled, a deep bruise spreading across his cheekbone.

“It’s okay,” I assure him. “The ambulance is here.”

“I don’t need to go to the hospital,” he says, his voice scratchy.

“Listen,” I say. “We’ve done our best to stop the bleeding, but you need stitches. Quite a few, by the looks of it.”

He watches me, vulnerable and bloody. Then he clears his throat, as if trying to come back to his senses. He squeezes my hand—tight, urgent. “Don’t tell my father,” he says. “Please, he’ll kill me.”

I press my lips together, confirming that I won’t tell his dad. But I can see just how deep his fear of his father goes. And it’s messed up. It’s completely wrong that he has to be more worried about his father’s reaction than the fact that he’s bleeding to death. Jamie deserves better than that. He deserves better than him. His eyes slip closed again.

My stomach is in knots again when I turn back toward the dock. Although we agreed to tell the sheriff about the hotel—the fact that it’s still standing—we know it won’t matter. Not if what Jamie saw was real. Not if that body was…

Please don’t let it be him.

My nerves are shredded, my chest tight and suffocating, and I can barely hold myself together as Tech brings the boat in. The engine sputters as we coast toward the dock, and when the hull smacks against the wood, the jolt makes me flinch harder than it should.

Sheriff Castillo catches the rope, tying us down with quick, practiced movements. Over his shoulder, I search the dock, instinctively looking for my father. Afraid to find him. And I’m glad when he’s not there, flooded with relief, fast and guilty. I can’t tell him those words.

Ellis is dead.

I’m startled as Tech moves past me, bumping my shoulder as he helps Jamie to his feet. I’m in a haze of grief, confusion. Sounds are muted like my ears are filled with water. I reach out a trembling hand as Jamie passes, briefly touching him.

Once he steps off the boat, the paramedics are there to gather him up, easing him onto a gurney. They lay him back and his head rolls to the side, eyes half closed. Blood has soaked though the towel on his arm, bright red, and the sight of it brings the world flashing back into focus.

“Jamie,” I call to him. He doesn’t respond, and I’m suddenly frantic. I don’t know how bad this is. “Jamie!”

I climb off the boat, ready to chase after him to ride in the ambulance. But I barely get a step before my uncle moves in front of me, blocking my path. I scoff, ready to push past him, but he holds me by the upper arms.

“Let them do their jobs, Noa,” he says, his voice controlled, but somewhat sympathetic.

Although I want to be with Jamie, I also know that I have to handle everything else that’s happened today. I watch as they take him down the dock, and then I step back from my uncle.

Sheriff Castillo’s face is already contorted in worry and confusion before he glances at Tech and Shawn. Now there’s horror, too. He takes in the dirt, the blood on our clothes, the shock that I’m sure is all over our faces. Then, his gaze falls on the deck of the boat, which is honestly gruesome.

His eyes go sharp. “What the hell happened out there?” he demands.

The question hangs in the air, and I can still hear the sound of the wind through the reeds. The bang of the gun. And somewhere, in the back of my mind, is the sick, sinking thought that the Everglades finally gave something back.

I don’t want to say it. I can’t say it.

But if Ellis is really out there, I can’t leave him for even a second longer. He needs to come home. He needs to be with his family.

I take a shaky breath. “Jamie saw a dead body,” I say, my voice cracking. My uncle’s eyes flash to mine. “He thinks he saw a body in the marsh.”

Stunned, the sheriff can’t seem to wrap his mind around my words. What I’m really trying to say. “A body?” he repeats. “Who? Where in the marsh?”

Tech shifts uneasily on the dock, Shawn watching as she waits for the barrage of questions that will probably follow. Of course, there is only one question.

“You need to check,” I say finally, and tears begin to sting my eyes. “You need to see if it’s him.”

And then my uncle rocks back on his heels. “Jesus, Noa,” he says as if just absorbing my grief. “What… what are we talking about here? Don’t do this to yourself.”

“Please,” I whisper. “We didn’t have time to go back. But I… I need to know.”

His gaze softens, just for a moment. “It’s not him,” he says gently, and neither of us has to mention Ellis by name.

But this isn’t a visit to his office where he can blow me off. Frustration claws at my throat and I harden my jaw, glaring at him.

“You told me to let the paramedics do their job,” I say fiercely. “So how about you do yours now. I need you to check.”

The sheriff doesn’t seem angry as he stares back at me, not offended. He looks hurt, but not by my words. I wonder then if he’s scared that Ellis really is out there—and that he failed to save him. He gives me a curt nod and takes out his radio.

“This is Sheriff Castillo,” he says, all business. “I need you to get a boat out into the Everglades. Send them to…” He pauses to unclick the radio button, muting himself, and looks around at us. “Where was this?” he asks.

For a second, we’re all quiet. How in the world do we tell him that—

“We found the Starline Hotel,” Tech announces, straightening his back. I can hear the confrontation in his voice, the injustice he’s waiting to remedy. And despite everything, there is a small flinch of a smile on my lips. Proud of what we’ve done.

However, my uncle’s expression shifts. His usual stern impatience is replaced with something else. Something… uneasy.

“No, you didn’t.” His voice is firm. Final.

We all exchange a look, a bit confused.

“Yes, we did,” I say. When he lowers the radio, as if he’s not going to call for help after all, I’m incensed at his hesitance. “We were there,” I state. “We went inside the Starline Hotel. It was flooded and rotting, but it was still standing.”

Tech folds his arms. “And we weren’t alone,” he adds. “While we were there, two guys showed up, and at least one had a gun. They shot at us, and honestly, we barely got away.”

The sheriff’s eyes flash with concern. “Who shot at you?”

“You think we stuck around to ask for names?” Tech snaps.

My uncle scoffs in frustration. “What the hell were you doing out there in the first place?” he demands. He steadies his gaze on me. “We just talked about this. I told you not to mess with this stuff. And you brought the Matthews kid along?” He motions down the dock to where the ambulance is just now pulling away. “I can’t even imagine what his parents are going to have to say about this.”

“It was literally his idea to come along,” I point out. “And I can’t believe you’re more worried about that than the fact that someone is lying out there in the marsh. Not to mention the part where you don’t care that two men tried to kill us.”

He winces. “I care,” he says. “You know that I care.”

“I actually don’t,” I reply, wanting to hurt him. Mostly, I do think my uncle loves me, but lately, he’s been really shitty about showing it.

The sheriff waits there a moment, as if wanting me to reconsider his feelings. But then he nods sharply, back to hide behind his uniform.

“You know where this place is?” he asks Tech, his expression now unreadable.

Tech sniffs a laugh like the sheriff is being a dick. Still, he gives him the coordinates, which the sheriff relays into his radio. But he never once mentions the Starline Hotel or even Rum Runner Island.

“See what you find,” he says into the radio. “There was a report of…” He swallows hard. “A report of a body. I need that ID as soon as possible. Yeah, I’ll meet you out there.”

I lower my eyes, the moment feeling more real now that it’s an official order.

It’s not Ellis. I would have known. I would have felt it.

My uncle slides his radio away before turning back to us, his jaw tight. He points at Tech. “You’re done,” he tells him sternly. “You’re all done. No more going back out there, and not a word of this to anyone. I don’t need any more kids getting shot at.”

We immediately start grumbling, but my uncle holds up his hand to stop us.

“No,” he says simply. “End of discussion.”

Frustration boils over, hot in my chest. “You can’t just leave us out of this!” I tell him. “That hotel—”

“That hotel isn’t your problem,” he cuts in. “Whatever mess you found out there is already bad enough. I won’t let you make it worse.”

“And the fact there wasn’t a fire at the Starline?” Tech demands. “That my uncle’s entire life was ruined by a lie? What are you going to do about that?”

The sheriff winces, but quickly bats away the question. “That is a longer conversation,” he tells him. “For now… let’s just… let’s set our minds at ease.” He glances at me, and I feel sick.

He said it wasn’t him, but now… now I think he’s worried it really is Ellis out there. I’m not sure if I’d rather he lied. Silence settles between us, tense and suffocating.

The sheriff meets my gaze. “You want answers, Noa?” he asks. “Fine. But you’re going to have to wait here for them.” He hesitates. “I’ll call you if we find anything.”

Sheriff Castillo turns and walks away, his boots heavy on the dock, leaving us standing in the sun, stunned and scared.

My brother’s face flashes through my mind, and I press my hands together, bringing them to my lips. And I hate it… but I imagine him lying there.

Please don’t let it be him. Don’t let it be Ellis.

Shawn pulls me into a hug, tight and warm. Tech steps in, wrapping his arms around both of us. We stand there—clinging to one another and waiting for an answer. Waiting for the truth.



I consider calling my father, but I won’t worry him—or rather, destroy him—unless it’s confirmed that it’s Ellis out there. Instead, I sit in the living room with my phone balanced on my knee. Shawn and Tech took the boat out to clean up the blood. Jamie is in the hospital, but I don’t have his number anymore.

I wait for my uncle, the minutes fading into an hour. And then, suddenly, my phone buzzes.

“Hello?” I say. The sheriff’s voice is heavy when he speaks, and I nearly drop the phone.

“Your friend was right,” he says. “There is a body out here.”

“No…” I murmur, my eyes starting to well up.

“Wait,” Sheriff Castillo cuts in. “Wait, Noa. It’s not him. It’s not Ellis.”

“Oh, thank God,” I breathe out, covering my face. My heart nearly explodes with relief. I hadn’t realized how heavily I was grieving until the weight was lifted. I wipe at my face, and when I pull myself together, I ask my uncle what they found. “Who was it?”

“That,” the sheriff says quietly, “is not for me to tell you. I need to notify next of kin. I’ll also need to see you and your friends, get a description of the men you saw. But for now…” His voice drops low. “Do not tell anyone else about Rum Runner Island. Do you understand? Not a word.”

“No, I don’t understand,” I tell him. “Why?”

“Because I said so,” he replies unhelpfully. “And you’d better ask the kid in the hospital to do the same. This isn’t going to blow over,” he adds. “I need you as far away from it as possible. You were never there, got it? You weren’t at the Starline.”

I’m not sure what to do other than agree. I have no idea who’s in the marsh, but if the sheriff is telling me to keep it quiet, even now, then it can’t be good.

Outside, I hear a truck pull into the parking lot of the Surf Shack. I check the window and see that my father’s returned home. I’m sure he’s heard there was an ambulance here by now, probably that it was Jamie. Hard to keep most secrets around here.

“Can I tell my dad?” I ask Sheriff Castillo.

“Not yet,” he says. “This has to say quiet.”

I don’t like keeping this from my father. At the same time, I don’t want to complicate his life. Not right now.

A car pulls into the Surf Shack lot and parks next to my father. Two men get out and wave him over. I furrow my brow, not recognizing them from town.

“I have to call you back,” I tell my uncle absently and hang up the phone.

As the men chat with my father, I try to figure out who they are. Not customers. Tourists typically walk down from the resort to get here. The only people who’d drive are those who work in Cape Hope or someone official from the town. This could be about the upcoming tax changes my father mentioned the other night.

I slip my phone into my pocket and head outside just as my dad approaches the counter with the two men. They immediately ping suspicious. One of the men is quite short, dressed in a floral shirt and long shorts, but they look straight off the rack—tourist cosplay. The taller man is wearing jeans, a T-shirt, and a lightweight jacket. In this heat? He must be struggling. His hair is wet with sweat.

When my father notices me, he nods his chin in my direction. He lifts one eyebrow in a “we need to talk” motion, but I can tell that’s for later. First, we need to deal with these strangers.

I make my way toward them, and as I approach the counter, the two men turn to me. Checking over their faces, I’m sure they’re not from Cape Hope.

“Hello, I’m Noa,” I say, introducing myself politely. “Looking for surf lessons?”

The man in the floral shirt smiles, while the other takes out a business card and hands it to me. “I’m Detective Granger,” the man in the jacket says. “This is Detective Wallace.”

My heart jumps a little, and I wonder if this is about the body in the marsh. Do the detectives know we were just at the Starline Hotel? The sheriff told me not to tell anyone… does he mean them, too? Is it illegal if I lie?

I put my hand on my hip and do my best to look casual.

“Detectives?” I say, sounding impressed. “Well, how can the Surf Shack help?”

“We’re actually here to talk about your brother’s disappearance,” Detective Granger says.

The sand seems to shake beneath me. “It’s about Ellis?” I ask, immediately turning to my father before looking back at the men. “And what do you mean, disappearance? Are you saying my brother didn’t run away?”

I’m glad the sheriff called me before these men got here, or I would have completely thought it was Ellis in the marsh. I’m also surprised that they said “disappearance,” which has a very different connotation from “run away.”

“They just have some questions, Noa,” my father assures me, but when I look at him, I can see that he’s rattled.

“Is Ellis okay?” I ask the detectives. “Is my brother okay?” I ask louder.

“We have not made contact with Ellison,” Detective Granger replies. “However, we believe he may be involved in something that could have brought him back to Cape Hope, which is why we’re here looking for him.”

The idea is completely insane, but I briefly wonder if my brother had anything to do with the dead body lying out in the marsh. Which I know is ridiculous.

“Brought him back?” I repeat, my voice a little higher “From where? Where has he been all this time?”

“I can’t disclose that,” the detective says.

So he knows. The detective knows but he’s not going to tell me. “Listen,” I say. “I haven’t seen or spoken to my brother in almost a year, and our family has gone through hell.”

“Noa,” my father says in warning.

“Dad,” I reply back in the same tone. “We haven’t heard from Ellis since he left, and it seems these guys know more about him than we do.” I’m suddenly furious, and I realize it’s because I’m relieved. I’m relieved that my brother is alive, so now I can be angry at him. I just didn’t expect the rage to flood me so quickly.

Detective Granger looks me over as if trying to decide if I’m telling the truth. He must think I am because he nods. “You have my number,” he says, motioning to the card that I’m holding. “If your brother tries to contact you, let me know.”

I laugh. “Sure thing. Clearly, we’re at the top of the list for his reunion tour.”

The detectives thank us for our time, and I watch them walk toward their vehicle. I have so much to say, and yet, when I turn around, my father has already gone inside. It’s not like him; we should talk this out. We should figure it out.

But this is probably better. I’d end up telling him about the Starline Hotel. About thinking Ellis was there, about the men who tried to kill us, too. Even now, it’s all I can do to stop myself from going in there and confessing the entire day to him. But I have to trust my uncle. At least for now.

Who is in that marsh? And what, if anything, does it have to do with my brother?

I set the business card aside and rest my elbows on the counter, my reality shaken. No matter what my brother has done, I wouldn’t call a detective before getting his side of the story. First things first, when I see Ellis, I’m going to give him a hug. And then I’m going to punch him in the face for leaving us.





CHAPTER SIXTEEN

—JAMIE

Twelve stitches and a tetanus shot later, I am freed from the hospital. My arm doesn’t hurt right now—numb from the lidocaine—but the bandages are thick, stiff. I can barely bend my wrist.

Unfortunately, though, the nurse did call my mother.

I find her waiting in one of the lobby chairs, overdressed and out of place among the normal people. Her lips are pulled downward, like she finds the fluorescent lights and scuffed tiles personally offensive. She stands when she sees me, her expression flipping between relief and irritation before settling into something unreadable.

“What happened?” she demands. “And why didn’t you call me before coming here?”

“I tried,” I say. “But I was unconscious.” I smile at her, but she doesn’t seem amused. “I was making some repairs on my boat,” I explain. “And I ended up cutting myself on the engine.”

I don’t even hesitate to lie to her, because honestly, where would I even start? Haunted hotel? Dead body in the trees? Oh, maybe the part where a couple of guys shot at me?

My mother scoffs. “I’ve told you a hundred times that it’s not your job to repair the boat. We have people for that.”

“I like to get my hands dirty.”

“No, you like to be stubborn,” she says. “How many stitches did you get?”

“It doesn’t matter—”

“How many?” she demands.

“Twelve,” I tell her defensively.

“Just wonderful,” she says. “I’m sure that will look beautiful.”

“Yeah, I guess my modeling career is over,” I reply.

My mother keeps her sour expression, but then the moment passes. She motions toward the exit doors. “Let’s go,” she says. As we walk, she looks me over. “Do I even want to know about the black eye?” she asks.

“Doubtful,” I tell her.

When we get outside, the air smells like salt, and the distant crying of seagulls echoes off the hospital’s glass doors. Our driver stands at the curb next to the town car, the vehicle looking too polished, too sleek, for a hospital pickup lane.

My mother turns to me, arms crossed again. “I’m not sure why you’re giving me such a hard time,” she says in a hushed voice. “I’m the one who should be pissed after getting a surprise call from the local hospital, informing me that my son was injured.”

She gestures toward the building, and it’s unclear if she’s more upset that they called instead of me, or that I wasn’t taken to a private hospital in the first place.

“And where’s Jordan?” she adds. “You left with her this morning, but somehow I doubt she was there when you got hurt. And don’t insult me by pretending this was really about an engine.”

I stiffen but don’t answer. I don’t want to talk about Jordan, and I definitely don’t want to talk about what really happened. But I’m surprised to hear my mother use the word “pissed.” My father would hate that.

Before she was Izzie Matthews, my mother was Isabelle Garda—a defense attorney, a successful one. She helped my father build his IT security company from the ground up, working by his side. Back then, we were a real family. Or at least, it felt that way. But once my father’s company hit the stock exchange, flooding us with money, we weren’t people anymore—we were an image. The perfect family on the glossy Christmas cards. And it was all fake.

What I wouldn’t give to go back to a time when we were real. A time before I found out that my father was having an affair.

It all happened by accident. I shouldn’t have even been on his computer. But one night at the resort, I was too lazy to walk back to my room to get my computer, so I grabbed my father’s to check the score of a game. He was out to dinner with my mother as I signed in as a guest. Went to ESPN. It was all innocent.

Then a message popped up from his phone app. Another. I read them and I… well, I read them and I learned that my father had a girlfriend, a colleague from work. He owned a fucking security firm and he didn’t protect his own laptop, that’s how deep he was in it—making those kinds of mistakes. And I was… furious.

At first, I tried to let it go—I didn’t want to blow up our lives. I didn’t tell my father that I knew, didn’t tell anyone. Not even Noa, who I told everything to.

But then, I’d see my father on the phone out on the balcony. Hear him laugh. I saw my mother, wilting at the table. So I started checking my father’s messages and found out his girlfriend was staying at the resort too. Like they were flaunting their relationship. And I couldn’t watch anymore.

I went to my mother first—that’s important. I was trying to protect her. I really was. But… she didn’t believe me. She didn’t want to believe me. I confronted her with indisputable proof, messages and dates and times. After staring at them, the two of us standing in the resort suite, my mother looked me dead in the eyes and told me that marriage was complicated and that hers was none of my business.

So late one night, I broke into my father’s email account and shared the messages with his other partners. It was stupid, petty. But I was desperate. I wanted someone to hold him accountable. I wanted to know that Brent Matthews wasn’t untouchable.

It didn’t work out that way. He didn’t even get a slap on the wrist.

He figured out it was me pretty quickly. I was forbidden from saying goodbye to my sister, from anyone, as my father placed me in the car the next morning. He’d torn me down by then, berated and humiliated me. Threatened me. Later, my grandfather tried to intervene on my behalf and was promptly cut off too. No one could save me from my father’s wrath.

Now outside the hospital, the driver opens the back door of the town car as my mother approaches, but I pause on the sidewalk and try to swallow down my residual anger. The bitterness still flares from time to time.

My parents said they were giving me another chance by letting me come back to the resort. A chance to prove that I had changed. My entire family was left in shambles, and for a long time, I was sure that it was my fault. I shouldn’t have been checking the sports scores that day. As my father said, I was the one who broke my mother’s heart.

The driver clears his throat, startling me from my thoughts. He nods toward the car, and I quickly climb in the back with my mother. When we’re settled, she glances sideways at me.

“I talked to the resort about accommodations for your injury,” she says. “The in-house medical unit sent up arm wraps that you can use for the pool and shower, to keep the wound from getting wet. I thought that sounded nice.”

“Definitely,” I tell her. Thinking about the past has made me a bit lonely. The last few years have been difficult for me. “Are you hungry?” I ask my mother. “Do you want to go for lunch?”

She’s speechless for a moment. Whether it’s the culmination of today’s events or dredging up the past, I’m feeling suddenly desperate for her attention.

“We can get a burger,” I add before she can refuse. “Nothing fancy.”

She seems to think about it, and although I can’t imagine my mother eating a simple burger at this point, she smiles a little. “Yeah, okay,” she says. “But I think we should invite your sister.”

“Of course,” I say, smiling.

“Astrid deserves a little downtime,” my mother adds. “But you, on the other hand, are still in trouble.”

“Always,” I say, although I’m not angry.

My mother watches me a moment, and there’s a mistiness in her eyes. Almost like she misses me too. Her lips flinch with a smile, and then she tells the driver to take us to the resort to pick up Astrid.



Although I would have been fine with Whataburger, we end up going to a high-class burger joint along the water near the Sunset Docks. Compared to the charm of the Surf Shack, this marina feels cold and lifeless. Which… reminds me of what I saw while running from the Starline Hotel.

I pick at my fries as my mother and Astrid chat, their voices sounding far-off as I think back to that moment. My arm is throbbing again. So is my head. And in my mind I can see a lump in the mud of the marsh with dark hair, I think—or it could have been blood or dirt. There was a hand outstretched, the fingertips black. Whoever it was had to be dead.

Could it have been Ellis? God, I hope not.

Pushing my plate away, my appetite gone, I take out my phone to check the news. Although I considered telling the nurses at the hospital about the body right away, I hesitated. There’s a lot wrapped into that story and even more I’d have to admit to my parents. I’m assuming that Noa and the others have taken the lead and notified the sheriff. It’s their town, after all. By now, they probably know who’s in the marsh.

I wonder if they know who shot at us.

As I’m scrolling through news stories, my sister calls my name. I glance up at her, and she looks impatient, as if she’s said it several times already.

“What?” I ask her, setting my phone aside.

“I said a girl called for you,” Astrid replies. “She called the resort and said she needed to see you and that you should come by her place when you get home.”

I’m a bit taken aback, quickly darting a glance at my mother, who seems to be holding back a smile. “Oh,” I say to my sister. “Good.” I pause. “Did… did she sound all right?”

Astrid smiles. “She said you’d be worried,” she adds. “Wanted you to know that her family is all fine.”

I sigh out my relief. “Thank you.”

“A girl?” my mother repeats, setting her elbows on either side of her plate to lean toward me. “Now, who is this? Does Jordan know?”

“It’s none of Jordan’s business,” I say, earning an inquisitive look from my mother. “And the girl…” I continue, “is just a…” Friend? Chaser? Love of my life? “A girl I know,” I finish.

“Interesting,” my mother says, exchanging a conspiratorial look with my sister, who giggles in return. “And what’s this girl’s name?”

“I’m not sure,” I say, but at the same time Astrid says, “Noa. She said her name is Noa.”

“Noa?” my mother repeats. “Pretty. And where is Noa from?”

I roll my eyes. Although my mother knew I spent all my time at the beach, she wasn’t aware of my relationship with Noa. I kept that part of my life private because it was mine. Because I didn’t want her or my father to mess up the relationship or keep us apart. Looking back, I think I knew they wouldn’t approve, even if I never asked.

“Noa’s a local,” I admit.

“Nice,” my mother replies. “Which part of Cape Hope is her family in?”

Here we go. I know she’s not expecting this next part. “She actually lives on the beach,” I tell my mother. “She and her dad own the surf-and-boat business down there.”

“Oh,” she says, and then grows quiet. “Oh, okay.”

She smiles at me, but I can see that she’s disappointed because she was hoping I was more interested in Jordan—or at least someone of her caliber. She lets the topic drop, and when we’re done eating, we leave the restaurant and head back to the resort. She doesn’t bring her up again.

By the time we arrive, it’s close to sunset. I look down at the beach and see the little Shack, wondering if Noa is there. She did ask me to stop by to talk.

“I’m going to…” I motion toward the beach with my good arm, and my mother glances that way. She hesitates, as if wanting to tell me not to go. But ultimately, we’ve had a good day together. I don’t think either of us wants to ruin it. She nods, and I wave goodbye to my sister and walk toward the beach.

I’m a bit paranoid while on the path, checking to make sure no one’s following me. I’m on edge considering I saw the faces of the men who shot at me. At the same time, I’m also worried about running into Jordan and her friends. Not as life-threatening, of course, but still socially dangerous. Because next time I see Matteo Mancini, I’m going to knock him the fuck out.

Around me the world is quiet, just the sound of the waves and the thumping of my feet in the sand. My arm is aching, the pain climbing up to my shoulder and down to my fingertips.

As I step onto Paradise Beach, I’m immediately relieved to see my boat waiting at the dock. I can’t tell from here, but I’m assuming the blood has been washed up by now. Or at least, I hope so. I’ll definitely check on that later.

There is no one in sight as I walk past the counter of the Surf Shack toward the door, but before I can knock, I notice the note. Hanging from a nail on the doorframe is a folded piece of paper with my name on it. Confused, I glance around again, making sure this isn’t a prank.

I grab the piece of paper and unfold it. Inside is a crudely drawn map, an X marking the spot—as if I’ve forgotten where it was. Underneath is a message written in cute block lettering.

If you get this, come meet us at Bonfire Beach after sundown. We need to talk.

I’m sure we do. I’m hoping they have updates about today, because if not, I need to call the sheriff myself. I can’t just ignore what we saw today. I can’t ignore that I’m likely now a target.

As I turn toward the dock, the screen door to the Surf Shack creaks open.

The man in a blue T-shirt doesn’t seem startled to find me standing on his doorstep. Then again, he clearly saw the note earlier. He opens his mouth to speak, but then pauses and tilts his head, as if trying to figure something out.

“Do I know you?” he asks.

I smile politely at Noa’s father, my heart beating quickly. “Hello, sir,” I tell him. “Uh… yeah, I’m James Matthews. Jamie,” I add.

He nods, because of course he already knows this. He glances toward the dock. “That’s right,” he says. “And that means the Sweet Caroline is your boat. The one my daughter stole.”

“I mean, technically, it’s my boat,” I say. “It was docked here, and it… yes, it belongs to me.” There is no point trying to soften it. She did, in fact, steal my boat.

“James,” he starts, then corrects to “Jamie. I really am sorry about your boat. We are taking care of all damages, and I appreciate you not pressing charges. Noa made a bad decision and accepts full responsibility.”

“It was an honest mistake,” I say. I’m not entirely sure how much he knows about today, but it doesn’t seem like much. Either way, I’m not going to make anything worse for her. I have an instant reaction to avoiding parental disappointment—even other people’s parents.

“And the ambulance on my dock?” he says. “That was you, too?”

I hold up my arm. “I was a little careless,” I reply.

“Seems to be a habit of yours.”

That one cuts a little, but I deserve it. Noa’s father stares at me, his gaze traveling from my black eye to my bandages to the note in my hand. Then he sighs deeply.

“I’ll leave you to it,” he says. “Just, uh… let me know if there is anything else I can do. Anything I can… talk you out of.”

I laugh softly. “Sure thing,” I tell him. “Thank you, sir.”

“Welcome back to Cape Hope,” he murmurs, and then walks back inside the Surf Shack, easing the screen door shut behind him.





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

—NOA

I haven’t heard from my uncle since his initial call. We have no idea who was found on Rum Runner Island, but earlier today, there were murmurs of a police cruiser parked out in front of the resort. Does that mean it was someone from the Collective on that island? If so… this story is going to blow up. As of now, there isn’t a single mention of a body or the Starline Hotel on any of the news outlets. And we still have no idea who shot at us.

The sun has set and the bonfire is crackling to life in the sand. Music plays from Shawn’s small speaker near the coolers while silhouettes of other Chasers and locals from Cape Hope roam around me.

But I’m feeling lost and apart from it all.

I can’t believe detectives came to the Surf Shack today looking for my brother. Could it really be a coincidence? Could Ellis have come home and not told me or my father? Why would he do that? More importantly, where is he?

I glance at Shawn, her baseball hat low as she uses her beer can as a prop to tell an animated story to Nina, a fellow Chaser who works at the front desk of the Augustus Resort.

When I told Shawn and Tech about the detectives, they said not to take them at their word. That I would know if Ellis was in town. They told me to be happy that the news today was good—meaning my brother wasn’t the one dead in the marsh. We’re a superstitious town, and you never want to miss being grateful, otherwise the universe will make you regret it.

The lights of an approaching boat shine along the water. I can tell immediately it’s not one of ours. I feel myself smile slightly, and stand up from where I was sitting next to the fire. That is definitely Jamie’s boat—still pulling a bit to the left. It appears he got my message. Now I just have to see if he kept quiet about today. Plus I want to make sure he’s all right.

As he guides his boat toward the dock, Tech jogs over to meet him. Jamie tosses him a coil of rope, and when he does, I can see the huge bandage around his left arm. I’m struck with guilt, although I certainly didn’t force him on our adventure to the Starline Hotel. Still, I feel responsible. It was our dangerous and reckless plan. He was just collateral damage.

As Tech ties the rope to the wooden pile, I walk by Shawn and tap her shoulder. She tells Nina she’ll talk to her later, and then she joins me on the dock.

As Jamie hops off the side of his boat, Shawn lets out a low whistle.

“How many?” she asks, checking over his bandage.

“Twelve stitches,” he says, sounding almost proud.

“We’re a terrible influence,” Shawn murmurs to me, and I snort a laugh.

The four of us exchange a look, knowing we have to talk, and we move off to a private side of the fire, but still close enough to not look suspicious. I’ve already discussed things with Shawn and Tech, but none of us have any idea what Jamie is thinking at this point.

“Did they figure out who it was?” Jamie asks in a hushed voice. “The body in the marsh?”

“It wasn’t Ellis,” I confirm, and he nods that he’s grateful to hear. “But they haven’t released the identity yet.”

“There hasn’t been anything on the news,” he replies. “So I’m assuming they’re waiting to notify the family before making any announcements about the Starline. What did the sheriff say about all this? Does he know who shot at us? Because they probably killed whoever’s on the island.”

I hum out a sound. When Jamie looks at me quizzically, I shrug with frustration. “We told the sheriff everything,” I say. “But he made us swear to keep it quiet for now. He was pretty adamant. He doesn’t want anyone to know that we were there at all.”

“What?” Jamie says loudly, and then he checks to make sure no one else heard him before leaning toward us. “Why not?” he asks, quieter. “You found the Starline Hotel, and there were no signs of a fire, making the original story about the hotel complete bullshit. Some random dudes shot at us. Not to mention there was a dead body,” he whispers. “There should be a major investigation.”

“I think it was one of the Collective,” Shawn blurts out, and then turns to Jamie. “Did you notice anything weird at the resort?”

He shakes his head no. “But…” he adds, “I haven’t been there tonight. Too busy getting sewn back together.” He holds up his arm as proof.

“We all need to get on the same page,” Tech says, pulling us in closer. “Now I agree that it was probably someone from the Collective out there. And after thinking about it…” He shakes his head. “The sheriff might be right.”

“About?” I ask, surprised to hear him say that.

“Remember what happened last time there was a dead socialite in the marsh?” he asks pointedly.

My heart stutters. “They’re going to blame a Chaser,” I breathe out, exchanging a worried look with Shawn.

“If it really is one of those powerful assholes,” Tech continues, “we’re going to be the prime suspects. We need to keep our mouths shut.”

Jamie laughs incredulously. “Considering I’m related to one of the ultimate-rich assholes, I’d let them know that’s not true. I was there.”

I wince, realizing how much Tech’s theory makes sense. “Yeah,” I say to Jamie, “but… it’s likely that body had been in the marsh for a while. Meaning, we could have gone out there without you, killed a guy, and then… who knows? It doesn’t have to make sense. I just has to be easy.”

“It just has to be a Chaser,” Tech corrects.

Jamie looks around at us, seeming to think it over. “Then I agree,” he says. “We keep it all quiet for now.”

We sit with the thought for a moment until one of the other Chasers spits rum into the bonfire, making it flame higher. Someone turns up the music, and the world seems to come into focus again, alive and thriving. It’s the strangest sense, having life move around you as if you’re not really here. And right now, I don’t feel here. I feel untethered.

“There’s nothing more we can do tonight,” Tech says, checking the time. “We just need to lie low and see where things stand in the morning.”

He waits until we agree, and then slaps hands with Jamie. Then he and Shawn wander off while Jamie and I hang back, staring at the fire.

I turn to him, checking over his condition. He’s battered and bruised, his black eye even darker now. He has definitely had a terrible day, and that doesn’t even include the part where he almost got shot helping us get away.

Jamie glances at me, curious, before his lips flinch with a smile and he turns away again.

Despite not saying a word, he still gives me butterflies.

We head toward the fire, and together we sit on one of the logs facing the flames. The heat warms my face, and it’s a bit intoxicating, the letdown from the day’s adrenaline almost like euphoria.

“Remember Bonfire Beach?” I ask him, waving around us. “Chasers only—plus you.”

“Of course,” he says. “I didn’t even need the map.”

It’s such a small thing, but I’m happy to hear that. Like he was never really that far away.

Jamie leans back, legs stretched out toward the fire. “I’ve missed this place,” he says quietly. “All of it.” He looks sideways at me. “You.”

There is a mix of sweetness and misery as I stare back at him. The slow ache from all the times I told myself I was over him. Or rather, that he was over me. He was right about one thing: It was easier. It was easier to not talk to him than to have him here and not tell me why he left.

“Just ask,” he says suddenly, like he did on the beach. His eyes are apologetic, but also determined. Honest. As if today has changed things. As if he’s ready.

But I don’t know if I am.

“Why?” I ask so quietly, it’s barely a breath.

He tilts his head at the sound of my voice, hearing how hurt I am in just that single word. He pulls his brows together, his throat bobbing as he swallows.

“It started with my father,” he says finally. “He was waiting for me that last night to confront me about emails I’d sent revealing his affair. I was trying to get him in trouble.”

This surprises me, but then it doesn’t. His father is powerful; it’s not unheard-of that he was unfaithful. And as far as Jamie trying to make him pay for it? Well, that’s just his sense of justice.

“I’m guessing it didn’t work out the way you thought,” I say.

“No,” Jamie says, shaking his head and looking down at the sand. “No, it backfired. In return, he dismantled my life, even threatened to destroy it completely. More than that…” He scrunches up his face. “He made me believe that no one could ever love a fuckup like me.”

When he turns to me again, his eyes are glistening. I’m not sure Jamie ever stopped believing that.

I shift closer, just enough that our arms brush. Not a hug. Not yet. But I let my fingers hang near his, silent permission if he needs to take them.

“It had already been a week before I got access to a phone at school,” he continues. “You should have been my first call, Noa. Instead… I called my father.” He lets out a breath that’s more like a laugh, but there’s nothing funny in it. “He told me the next time I disappointed him would be the last.”

My jaw tightens. “Your father’s a psycho,” I say.

He lets out a low hum of agreement, but there’s no satisfaction in it. “Even so, I should have called you,” he says again, as if I’m being too kind to him. “I knew… I knew I was hurting you. And I did it anyway.”

I don’t say anything. Because what is there to say?

The night Jamie left, he told me he had a plan to move to Cape Hope permanently. He was going to talk to his mother and grandfather. I believed him—I wanted to. After he left the beach, I ran home and told my mother everything. I couldn’t stop smiling. I told her I was in love with him.

And she smiled too. Said she always liked him.

Now the memory cuts deeper. Because she had to watch me fall apart. Had to hold me together, all while she was quietly falling apart herself. How many times did she swallow her pain just to help carry mine?

“You broke my heart,” I say, barely above a whisper. It’s not dramatic. Just… true.

Jamie’s eyes meet mine, and this time he doesn’t look away. “And you’ll never forgive that,” he says, like he’s already decided.

I don’t answer.

It’s not that I won’t forgive Jamie. It’s that I don’t think he’ll forgive himself. And maybe that’s worse.

Because we can never get back what we had. It was carefree, consuming. It was easy and right. But now it’ll always be overshadowed by what went wrong.

We don’t drag it out, this stretch of pain between us. I let it float away, like the tide pulling back into the ocean. Instead, we slip into something easier. Softer. Trying to remember how to be near each other without hurting.

I lean back, and glance at him. “And now?” I ask. “You’re graduated?”

He sniffs a short laugh, the sadness easing off his face. “Online diploma,” he says. “Got kicked out of boarding school.”

I raise my brows, giving him a look that says There’s got to be a story there. He sees it, grins faintly.

“Broke a few rules,” he says, waving it away. “Maybe on purpose, I don’t really know anymore. So now I’m back in Connecticut with my parents. With their rules.” He shrugs, and studies the fire. “But I don’t really have anywhere that I belong. At least, nowhere that wants me back.”

I bump my shoulder into his, trying to lighten the frown pulling at his mouth. “So you belong to the streets,” I say, making him laugh. “It’s not so bad. You can live anywhere.”

He seems to think it over. “That’s a good point,” he says. “My parents see college in my future, but I’m not convinced. At least not anymore. And what about you?” he asks. “You still have your friends, the beach. What are you going to do with your life when summer ends?”

I think about it a moment, and sigh deeply. “I wanted to travel,” I start. “Explore the ocean and see all the port towns along the way. It was going to be with my mom. Then… after she was gone, I started charting on my own. That was my plan.” I stop, now thinking about it. “But plans change. Now I’m helping with our business. Now everything’s to keep the Surf Shack afloat.”

Jamie furrows his brow, seeming to think this over. He doesn’t offer any advice. Instead, we sit close together, listening to the crackle of the fire, the hum of voices, the occasional splash of waves against the shore.

“By the way,” he says after a while. “Your dad is still pretending like he barely remembers me.”

This time, I laugh and turn to him. My father has a whole thing where he can never remember Jamie’s name.

“That’s how you know he secretly likes you,” I tell him, and Jamie nods.

The lights of an approaching boat cut through the darkness, and several people around the bonfire turn toward it. The tension starts to rise in the air like the pressure before a storm. I narrow my eyes, trying to figure out who it is. Then my stomach sinks.

“Not tonight,” I murmur.

It’s the Collective.

Jamie doesn’t seem to notice at first, but then his gaze follows mine. When he sees them, his posture shifts, like he’s bracing for impact.

“Do me a favor,” I tell him. “Don’t get involved with whatever this is.”

He motions toward the water. “You can already assume that I will be involved.”

The boat glides closer, the motor too loud in the still night. As it bumps against the dock, Creed is the first to jump out of the boat, tying off the rope.

My heart is racing with impending confrontation. I haven’t seen him since he nearly knocked me off Tech’s roof. At that thought, I swing my gaze around to find my friend—worried about what he’s going to do. Last time they met, he was chasing after his Jeep.

I spot Tech and Shawn heading toward the dock and jump up. Jamie stands too, and I see in his expression that he’s ready to fight. I’m not sure if this is about the black eye or everything he’s learned, but I really don’t want him to get hurt any worse.

“Collective or not,” I tell him, putting my hand on his chest and drawing his attention. “They will bury you just the same. There is no loyalty with them.”

He shrugs. “I mean, they can try,” he says.

I curse under my breath at his stubbornness, and then jog over to join Tech and Shawn just as they reach the dock. At the fire, the other locals hang back, ready to jump in if needed.

While Creed helps Hailey climb out of the boat, Jordan is more hesitant. She at least has the decency to look embarrassed to be here. Matteo, on the other hand, stands at the wheel of the boat. He’s scanning the area like he’s looking for someone. When his gaze stops on me, I realize that I’m the target of this excursion.

My anxiety spikes as Matteo climbs off the boat and starts in my direction. He seems determined, even a little… worried. I have no idea what this could be about.

I look sideways at Tech, anger rolling off him. “You good?” I ask, trying to gauge how this is all going to end up. He doesn’t turn to me, watching the group instead.

“Just keep Creed away from me,” he says in a low voice, “and we won’t end up in jail tonight.”

“Great,” I murmur anxiously.

As they reach the end of the dock, Matteo approaches us while the others hang back. He casts withering looks at both Shawn and Tech, before focusing on me. He notices Jamie then, and his expression hardens. He stops in front of us, shaking his head.

“Well, that didn’t take long,” Matteo says to Jamie, but it seems to be more of a dig toward me. “Nice eye, by the way,” he adds, tapping under his own to indicate Jamie’s black eye.

Jamie smirks. “This?” he asks, pointing to it. “I can’t remember, but I think it’s from my kid sister.”

Shawn laughs, but the air is still tense, as if we all know where this is heading.

Tech takes a step forward. “Can we fucking help you?” he asks.

In response, Creed inches closer to our group. Jamie straightens his back, tall and big compared to Creed’s lanky bones, and Creed rocks on his heels, staying put for now.

Matteo glances at Tech, sneering as if this is none of his business. “I’m here to talk to Noa,” he says.

Okay, although I guessed as much, him saying it out loud sends a jolt of panic through my chest. There is nothing that Matteo should want from me, other than trying to mess with the Surf Shack. I don’t want to talk to him. I’d be happy to never see him again.

“Not a great time,” I point out, trying to wave him off.

“Noa,” he says, stepping toward me, but Jamie moves to stop him. “I need to—”

“She doesn’t want to talk to you,” Jamie tells him. Then he shakes his head. “Did you forget what you did with her board today? I mean, come on.”

Matteo tightens his jaw, seeming furious that Jamie is speaking up for me. “Don’t make me knock you out, James,” he says, his voice low. “This isn’t about you.”

Jamie laughs, ready to come back with some kind of insult, when Creed shifts on the dock—like he couldn’t wait to get involved. As he walks toward us, Jamie furrows his brow.

“What the fuck do you want, mustache?” he asks him.

And suddenly, it’s absolute chaos.

With a growl, Creed lunges for Jamie, throwing a wild punch. Jamie easily dodges him, stepping to the side while Creed stumbles to the deck. Hailey lets out a shriek of surprise, and Jordan covers her mouth, eyes wide.

I curse, and scramble to the side, grabbing on to Shawn’s arm. Tech is next to Jamie, both of them staring at Creed as he gets up from the dock. Matteo shakes his head, and I’m struck again by the strange look in his eyes, as if he didn’t come here to fight—but can’t help it anyway.

As Creed stands, he grabs a steel pipe that had been set aside to secure the dock. When he holds it up as a weapon, several of the Chasers near the fire gasp.

“Put that down!” I shout, my heart racing. Creed is seriously unhinged.

He doesn’t even acknowledge me, as if he has some unspoken rivalry with Jamie. For his part, though, Jamie looks wholly unimpressed by him. Tech, on the other hand…

Just as Creed starts toward Jamie again, Tech moves quickly to knock him aside before wrapping his forearm around Creed’s neck from behind, pulling him backward into a choke hold. The pipe falls to the dock with a clanging sound as Creed’s hands flail in front of him. Tech holds him fast.

“Get off him!” Matteo shouts, rushing forward.

Jamie grabs him by the shirt to push him backward. Instantly, Matteo swings and hits Jamie’s shoulder, but Jamie is quick to throw a return punch, landing it squarely on Matteo’s jaw.

He and Matteo lock up, while Tech is attempting to choke out Creed. Other Chasers are gathering around us as Hailey shouts for everyone to stop. When Matteo grabs Jamie by the bandaged arm, making him cry out in pain, I rush into the fray.

Hailey tries to stop me, but Shawn quickly appears, grabbing her by the collar and pulling her in close. “Don’t even think about it,” Shawn says in her face, before the two begin shouting at each other.

After Jamie pushes Matteo off, bright red begins to bloom across his white bandage. I’m scared he popped his stiches. Just then, Creed breaks free of Tech, and then he’s trying to fight Jamie again. It’s absolute madness.

Halfway across the dock now, I look up to see Matteo pushing his way back over to me in the chaos. The others are still wrapped up in their brawl, but Matteo’s eyes are locked on mine, and I feel the ground shift beneath me.

What does he want with me? Why can’t he just leave me alone?

“Noa,” he says, his voice serious, like he’s actually trying to have a real conversation. I don’t trust him. Not for a second. “I need to talk to you,” he says, and there’s an edge to his voice, something… earnest? “Please,” he adds.

I hate that it makes me hesitate for just a moment, as if there’s a part of me that still wants to listen to what he has to say.

Before I can respond, there is a splash of liquid over Matteo’s head, splattering on my shirt. We both gasp. I look behind him and see Shawn standing there with an empty plastic cup, the beer on Matteo.

“You’ve said enough tonight,” Shawn tells him.

For a split second, Matteo’s expression falters, eyes wide with surprise, but then… then the storm comes.

Hailey throws herself at Shawn, her nails swiping at her face, her body a blur of rage. Hailey doesn’t have a chance, but she has the element of surprise. Suddenly, though, it’s Jordan who comes over to grab Hailey by the shoulders, yanking her backward with unexpected strength.

“Enough!” Jordan orders, her voice steady despite the situation. She exchanges a quick, apologetic look with Shawn, like this is all a terrible mistake, but there’s no going back now.

Shawn is breathing heavily, eyes wild, but she doesn’t fight Jordan. Not this time.

Jordan nods, an apologetic frown on her face as she pulls Hailey back toward the boat. Hailey continues to shout, her red hair in knots from fighting.

Jamie pushes Creed toward the boat. Although he tries to act tough, I can see that Creed is relieved to go, his lip bloodied. He was completely outmatched. Privilege doesn’t necessarily help your fists win fights. Matteo, however, stands in the middle of our group, angry and soaked in beer. He’s not used to losing.

And for now, whatever he had to say to me is lost. He’s angry, his ego bruised. “This isn’t over,” he tells Jamie, his eyes narrowed.

“You’re right, it’s not,” Jamie replies easily.

Matteo’s jaw tightens, but he doesn’t say anything else. Instead, he turns to his friends, motioning for them to get the boat ready. Once the motor roars to life, I watch as they push back from the dock.

Shawn comes over to me, checking the scratches on the back of her arm. Hailey got her pretty good. We watch until their boat disappears.

We didn’t need this tonight. But it just never ends with them. The Collective will always find a reason to come after us, even when we’re in our own spaces.

“What the hell was that all about?” Shawn asks, still out of breath.

“Not a clue,” I say, my brow furrowed. “But whatever it is, I don’t think Matteo is going to let it go.”





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

—JAMIE

At least my arm stopped bleeding. After getting home and checking last night, I had the on-staff medic check me out and was happy to see that although the wound was angry, only one of the actual stitches came out. They were able to patch me up on the spot—which is great. My mother would have absolutely lost her mind if I went back to the hospital.

I’m sore all over. And between the fighting and the bleeding and the fighting again, I’m tired. After the others left the island, I sat by the fire with the Chasers, listening to them. How this isn’t that unusual, and how it’s gotten worse the last few years. The Collective have been finding reasons to lash out at them.

I am curious, though. Matteo seemed intent on talking to Noa, but I got the sense that it wasn’t about me. I was just kind of in the way. I can’t shake the thought that it has something to do with Rum Runner, although I can’t imagine what. The timing is just really suspicious.

I climb out of bed and begin to pace, hoping it will clear my head. I’m not sure how, but I want to help figure out this mess. I want to know how the Collective tie in to the Starline Hotel. I check the time, knowing I’m alone in the suite, and decide to do some research on my computer.

Since my father owns an IT security company, he uses a private VPN for the internet while staying at the hotel, meaning it hooks directly into his system. No search filters. Unlimited access to the web. My father’s software is actually incredibly invasive and unethical, but I’ll claim the moral high ground here since I’m going to use it to uncover unethical things.

And luckily, I know the password for his VPN. A perk of being ignored is that no one notices when you’re around.

I walk out into the suite, and confirm that I’m alone. Astrid is at the kids’ camp while my mother is doing her morning gym-and-brunch routine; my father is obviously at work. I have the place to myself.

I set up my computer at the table and hook into my father’s VPN. I start by searching for any updates about the body we found yesterday. There is no news, which is unsettling. And it only makes the entire mystery more confusing. By now, the next of kin should have been notified. Where’s the police conference? Where’s the media?

Next, I look for the origins of Rum Runner Island and the Starline Hotel, but again, I’m coming up empty. Not a single mention: no building permits, land surveys, tax records. There is no paper trail of who owned it, who built it—nothing.

In fact, it isn’t until I research Florence Marsten directly that I get any hits at all.

I find Florence’s obituary in a local paper, along with an accompanying article. There is a picture of her in front of a black-curtain backdrop. It says she was twenty-one and making plans for her upcoming wedding after graduating from college in the Adirondacks. Florence’s family owned a chain of jewelry stores throughout Florida—they were well-off and connected. But on June 11, Florence had been with her fiancé at the Starline Hotel when a fire broke out.

This is the first mention of the Starline Hotel.

Now here is where fact and fiction diverge. According to the attached article, the fire tore through the hotel, killing Florence. Everyone else escaped, but the building was reduced to ashes.

Having been there myself, I know this is an outright lie. But why?

The article goes on to say that Gabriel Mendez, Tech’s uncle, is a person of interest in the fire but can’t be located.

This doesn’t make sense. It wouldn’t have taken much for someone, a reporter even, to go to Rum Runner Island to confirm it had burned down. And yet no one did. Not a single person—not even any of the Chasers. Why didn’t Gabriel’s family or friends go there to look for him? It’s all very confusing.

I scour the internet after that, but there isn’t anything else about the hotel. As if it had actually disappeared that day. But more likely, someone has had the information scrubbed from the internet. They left that one article, though. The one accusing Gabriel of the crime.

However, I do find another mention of Florence Marsten. No word of an investigation into her death, no follow-up on her death at all. Instead, her name is invoked at the dedication of the Grand Augustus Resort, the very same place where I’m sitting right now. Turns out, Florence’s parents and Matteo’s family went in together to build this resort. Wait…

Something clicks in my brain, and I quickly open a new tab. And there, to my utter astonishment, I find a picture of Jordan Miles with her mom in front of the resort.

“Cecelia (Marsten) Miles and her daughter, Jordan Miles.”

“I’m sorry, what?” I murmur to myself. Jordan’s family is related to Florence Marsten. It takes a little more research to learn that Cecelia is Florence Marsten’s sister. Jordan’s family ties back to the original tragedy. No wonder she hates the Chasers, but… does she know that it was all a lie? There was never a fire.

I click back into the story of the resort, and find the Augustus Resort was dedicated to Florence. I’m guessing that was to make a point. A line in the sand between the Collective and the Chasers—using Florence as their symbol.

I open another tab and search for Gabriel Mendez. First is the same story I’ve already read, but then on page five of the search results, I find an article published in 1994 by a journalist named Gina Tamayo. It’s blocked, but I’m able to open it. Turns out, Gina had looked into the case and offers a lot of details similar to what the Chasers had told me.

She doesn’t refer to Florence or the Starline Hotel by name, which probably helped escape the full erasure. The headline reads, COLD CASE FRIDAY: LOCAL MAN SOUGHT IN DEATH OF CAPE HOPE SOCIALITE. She describes a wealthy socialite being killed in a fire, and that a staff worker named Gabriel Mendez was suspected of intentionally starting it. Gina Tamayo doesn’t seem to buy it, though. “While Mr. Mendez is presumed dead, questions swirl over his involvement in the tragedy. However, there is no proof that Mr. Mendez even knew the deceased. The DA’s case seems to be built solely on the account of two local teens.”

After that, Gina does a bit of a profile on Gabriel, mentioning that he lived his life in Cape Hope. She even shows his picture. He looks a lot like Tech, minus the glasses. Although Gina doesn’t mention the teens by name, I think there are few thinly veiled digs about them.

“Authorities found the witnesses, who later became influential community members, to be mostly truthful in their account of the night of the fire. In the meantime, without Gabriel Mendez in custody to refute their claims, their story has held up for almost a decade.”

I take a screenshot of the bottom of the page, which has Gina Tamayo’s contact info. I have no idea if she’s even still around, but I’ll take it just in case.

I need to start from the beginning to get a handle on this. In 1986, Florence Marsten was killed in a fire that never actually happened. Gabriel Mendez was blamed for starting it—kicking into high gear a Floridian class war. Two local teens blamed him, but no one verified their story. No one even went to verify the hotel was destroyed. So… how did Florence die if there wasn’t a fire?

And then sometime before now, the internet is scrubbed of almost all references to the Starline Hotel or Rum Runner Island. Someone did a full erasure. There is no map, no interviews, no photos—nothing that can pinpoint its location. A modern solution to an old problem.

How did the Mancini family figure into all of it? I type in the name along with Cape Hope, and I’m met with an onslaught of information: weddings and funerals, corporate takeovers. Prior to the eighties, Matteo’s family was local, but not rich. Not even close. Which makes their inclusion in the purchase of the Augustus Resort downright impossible.

Nothing I’ve learned so far is adding up to a crime. What is the missing piece that can fit into this jigsaw puzzle? What would make all those guests leave everything behind and never look back?

Right now, the only connection between the Starline Hotel and the Collective is Jordan and her family. Maybe Jordan is the key to figuring out this entire thing.

I unlock my phone and send her a text. Can we talk?

I’m not sure how I feel about Jordan right now. Clearly, she’s chosen a side—that shouldn’t be surprising. But last night, it was obvious she didn’t want to fight. There might be room to still get through to her, although I imagine with her family history, it’s not going to be easy.

My phone pings with a return message. Meet me by the pool, she writes.

Simple. Cold. But ultimately, the result I wanted.

I get up to change. I think about calling Noa to let her know what I’ve found so far, but considering how she feels about Jordan and the entire Collective, I don’t think she’ll see the same opportunity that I do. For now, I’m going to get an insider look at the Collective. See what secrets I can dig up on their side of the fence.

I head downstairs and find a quiet spot next to the bar. There are two sun loungers, mostly in the shade with a small table between them. I decide not to order until Jordan arrives. I check my phone a few times, but on the third look, I glance up to find Jordan standing above me wearing dark, oversized sunglasses.

“Hey,” I say, startled. I stand up to give her a quick side-hug, but she’s stiff in my arms. “Sorry, I didn’t hear you walk up,” I add.

“It’s okay,” she says. “Wanted to get a peek at who you were texting.” She smiles like it’s a joke, but I’m not sure it is. Luckily, I was checking out last night’s sports highlights. I decide then to keep my phone close to me, just in case.

Jordan sits down on the same sun chair as me, and nods to my arm. “Told you hanging out with the Chasers would get you into trouble,” she says.

“What? No,” I say, holding up my arm. “I cut it on the engine of my boat. Real bloodbath. But enough about me.” I pat the other sun lounger, but she doesn’t even glance that way.

Jordan lifts her sunglasses to rest on the top of her head. Her expression is cynical. “Why did you text me, Jamie?”

“Why are you mad at me?” I ask in return, a bit defensive. “Keep in mind, I’m the one who got punched in the face by your friend. He started that shit, not me.”

“You could have walked away on the beach,” she offers.

“He could have not been an asshole.”

Jordan exhales heavily and closes her eyes. She shifts over to the other seat, seemingly exhausted by me. “You’re making things worse around here,” she murmurs.

“Seemed pretty terrible without me,” I point out. “Now, what’s going on with you? And don’t just blame the Chasers.”

“You’re right,” Jordan says. “But I know better than to tell anybody my business, even you. Besides, right now, we have bigger problems.”

“Like what?” I ask, sitting up straighter.

She pauses for a long moment before lowering her voice. “They found Matteo’s cousin Felix,” she says. “They think he was murdered.”

My heart thumps wildly in my chest. That’s who was lying in the marsh. More than that… I know him.

Knew him.

I wince, a bit grief-stricken but not wanting to give away too much. “Where…” I clear my throat. “Where did they find him?”

“Apparently, he washed up on the beach,” she says, shaking her head, her eyes watering.

I’m stunned by the lie, struck silent. That’s… that’s not true. The body was on Rum Runner, so how the hell did it wash up in Cape Hope?

Jordan sniffles, and quickly swipes under her eyes before tears can spill over. “Felix Mancini was my friend,” she says. “He was a good guy; he always was. He shouldn’t be dead at twenty years old. He shouldn’t have been thrown away.”

She breaks down, and I quickly move to gather her into a hug, letting her cry against my shoulder as my mind reels. I’m completely speechless, and even if I weren’t, I wouldn’t know how to comfort her right now. It is truly too tragic for words.

When Jordan starts to calm, I back up, giving her a towel to wipe under her nose.

“Thank you,” she says. We’re silent for a bit, and even though I can’t really stand the guy, I think about Matteo. “How, um… how is Matteo?” I ask. “Does he know?”

“Of course,” she says. “He found out last night. He told us after…” She glances at me, but quickly averts her gaze. “After the fight at Bonfire Beach. His family is grieving right now.”

“I’m sure,” I agree. I furrow my brow.

So… Matteo came to Bonfire Beach already knowing that his cousin had been found dead. He wanted to talk to Noa—why? To let her know? Or… does he somehow know that she was the one who reported finding him?

I glance at Jordan and find that she’s put herself back together, although obviously still shaken up. “What happens now?” I ask her. “His uncle is Alessandro Mancini, right?”

“Right,” she agrees. “So you can imagine there will probably be an investigation, although he and my mother have already asked the sheriff to keep it out of the press. We wouldn’t want to scare aware the tourists.” Her comment comes out bitter.

I hate to do this, especially when she’s clearly vulnerable, but I have to press on with my own search about the Starline Hotel.

“Jordan,” I start. “This is a weird question, but… how does your mother know the Mancini family? How did they end up in business together?”

She shrugs, like it’s not a big deal. “They go way back,” she says. “I don’t really know much, but I heard that Alessandro used to date my aunt, back when they were kids.”

“Which aunt?” I ask.

She flicks her gaze to mine, and I see the hesitance there. I see that she does know the history, at least some of it. I watch as the walls go up around her, the coldness slides back in.

“Why are you asking, Jamie?” she says.

“I… uh, I was curious. Creed had talked about Chasers and the history, I researched it, and—”

“And you figured out I was related to Florence Marsten,” she says, watching me. “Yes, the Chasers murdered my aunt. No, we never talk about it. Who would want to bring up a tragedy like that? Except maybe your friends.”

“It’s not like that, Jordan,” I say. “They’re not trying—”

“Save it,” she says. “Trust me—I know what they think. If they could, they’d probably blame my aunt for her own death, anything to exonerate their own. But at the end the day, Florence was burned up in the Starline Hotel while the Chasers got to come home safe and sound. They killed her.”

It takes everything inside me to not tell Jordan that her aunt didn’t die in a fire. But giving away a face card right now could undo the entire hand. If nothing else, it proves that Noa and her friends were correct. There was a cover-up. It doesn’t just include Jordan’s family, either. It’s also the Mancinis. I need to figure out who told the police the story about the fire. Because whoever it was knowingly lied.

But right now, I have to rebuild my relationship with Jordan, otherwise, she’ll lock me out for good.

“Hey,” I say, reaching over to put my hand on her knee. “I’m sorry,” I say. “I’m really sorry about Felix. About yesterday. You’re right. I should have walked away.”

Jordan looks at my hand on her leg, then checks to see if I’m sincere. She presses her lips into a smile, and I can feel her loneliness. I can even relate to it.

“Thanks,” she says, seeming to mean it. After another moment, she relaxes in the sun lounger, as if we can just fall back into a routine. “So…” she says, checking her manicure. “Are you coming this weekend?”

I quickly run through different itineraries in my head, trying to figure out what she could be referencing, when she laughs.

“It’s okay,” she says, noticing. “Don’t hurt yourself. Tomorrow night is the Augustus Gala. In case you forgot,” she adds, “black tie, music—it’s a great place to meet influential people. I think one of the senators will be there.”

Literally sounds like a nightmare. “Wow,” I say, pretending to be impressed. “Amazing.”

“Our parents certainly think so,” she replies. “My mother is breathing down my neck about it. Even bought me an amazing dress. And”—she pauses—“she asked if you would be taking me. I told her you haven’t asked yet.”

I blow out a breath, like I’m not sure I can go, but Jordan quickly waves away my act.

“I saw you with Noa,” she says. “I get it. You don’t have to lie to me.”

“Don’t I?” I ask, not sure if that’s true. She’s an extension of my mother’s dream, same as I am for hers. We are mutually beneficial, even if our hearts aren’t involved.

Jordan takes out her phone and then mine vibrates next to me. “I just sent you the details,” she says. “If you decide to show, I’ll be there. And if not…” She shrugs. “I’ll just tell my mother you stood me up for a Chaser and get her sympathy. I’ll win either way.”

I stare at her, unsure if it’s a threat or a way out.

Jordan tells me to take care of my arm as she stands up from the sun lounger.

When she’s gone, I head across the pool deck until I reach the entrance of the resort. I check behind me, making sure no one is looking, and I take a sharp right and head down to the beach to talk to Noa.





CHAPTER NINETEEN

—NOA

The sun is hot as I stand at the counter of the Surf Shack. My father is already gone for the day to test run The Tarpon after its repairs. Shawn is meeting up with Nina at the resort and Tech is on his way in to work. We were up late, and I’m exhausted.

There is still no news on who was found on Rum Runner or that the Starline itself has been rediscovered. No nothing. I even tried to get in touch with my uncle this morning, but he had his office tell me he’d call me back. He hasn’t yet.

I think about last night at Bonfire Beach, the entirety of the night coming back to me in snippets. Jamie and I had a moment, several actually, where I could remember what it was like to be lost in him. To trust him. At the same time, it’s clear that our lives have moved on. We’re not the same people we were back then.

And, of course, there was the fight with Matteo. Thing is, I’ve known Matteo for years, and although he appears to be living his villain origin story right now, he’s not typically an outright maniac. What did he want to say to me last night? What could he possibly have to say to me anymore?

Clicking back, there was the Starline Hotel itself and its mystery. A dead body left behind in the marsh. And then the news that my brother could be in town, somewhere in Cape Hope, but avoiding us. Everything has to be connected somehow. There is too much happening at once for it not to be.

My phone dings with a message, and I see it’s an image sent from Shawn with the caption: What is this about?

I open it and scan the picture.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I murmur. My stomach knots up.

I hear the sound of a car door slam and look up in time to see Tech rounding the corner to clock in for work. I flip my phone face down on the counter. Tech glances past me toward the dock.

“Your dad with The Tarpon?” he asks, stuffing his backpack under the counter.

“Yeah,” I say quietly.

“What’s your deal?” he asks immediately. “Something happen? You hear from the sheriff?”

I shake my head no, but just as I open my mouth to tell him about the text, I notice the figure heading our way from the resort. I stiffen, straightening my back. I can’t help but feel a little betrayed.

Jamie smiles widely when he sees me, his arm still bandaged cartoonishly.

“That handsome fucker is up early today,” Tech says, sounding bored. He turns to me. “You mad at him or something?” he asks.

“Or something,” I respond. Tech watches me as if trying to figure out my mood.

“I’m glad you’re both here,” Jamie announces as he approaches, slightly out of breath. “Where’s Shawn?”

“At the resort,” I say, nodding to him knowingly. He furrows his brow, seemingly confused by my tone, but then he comes to lean against the counter, facing us.

“Okay, listen,” he says to both me and Tech. “I’ve figured a few things out. You see, I like puzzles and…” His voice trails off when he notices me staring at him.

“What?” he asks.

I tilt my head. “How’s Jordan Miles?” I ask.

“Not great… actually?” he responds as if the question is completely out of the blue.

“What’s going on with Jordan?” Tech asks, looking between us.

I hum out an annoyed sound and click open my phone. On it is a picture of Jamie sharing a sunbed with Jordan, his arms wrapped tightly around her while her head rests on his shoulder. It’s intimate; it’s more than friends. Maybe I don’t have the right to care, but he claimed to miss me last night.

“You two look cute,” I tell him. “Still just friends?”

Jamie is about to defend himself, but does a double take at the picture. “Okay,” he admits, holding up his hand. “That does look bad, but it’s not what you think. Also, that was literally five minutes ago. How did you even get that?”

“Like I said, Shawn’s at the resort.”

“No,” Jamie shakes his head, and appeals to Tech who has already crossed his arms. “No,” he repeats louder, to both of us. “I have no relationship with Jordan Miles beyond mutual wealth. However, I did ask to speak with her. I learned some shit.” He swallows hard. “And none of it’s good.”

There is a sinking feeling in my chest, and Tech and I exchange a concerned look. When I turn back to Jamie, I motion for him to continue. Ultimately, I believe him about Jordan, but the image of them fitting so perfectly together will bother me for a while.

“Tell me,” I say.

His eyes weaken, and now I really am scared.

“They identified the body,” he says quietly, like he’s trying to make it hurt less. “It… it was Felix Mancini.”

I stagger back, my hand flying to my chest like I’m trying to hold in my heart. Or the scream building in my throat.

“No.” It comes out wrong, small like a whimper. My knees threaten to give, and Tech puts his hand on my arm to steady me. “Are they sure?” I ask, breathless.

Jamie just nods. The way you do when there’s no way around it. When the truth is too heavy.

Felix is gone.

He’s not missing. He’s not coming back. He’s not breathing, not laughing, not a constant in my life the way he used to be. I can’t understand at first, and I have to fight the wild moment of disbelief.

Felix Mancini is dead.

And the world is suddenly less good. Felix was reckless and loud and completely fearless. When Ellis jumped off that forty-foot cliff, Felix was already in midair. He didn’t hesitate. He never did.

And even though he came from the Collective, he was never one of them. Not really. Not where it counted. He looked at people and actually saw them. Kind in a way that felt natural—so free of ego. So honest.

Felix was family. Not by blood, but by choice.

Even after he stopped coming around the beach, I never blamed him for it. I know it was hard to see the Surf Shack without Ellison Acosta at the counter, waving in all the tourists like they were his personal guests.

They had so many plans together. All that was lost when Ellis left. And now… I’ve lost Felix, too.

“Fuck,” I murmur, and cover my face. Tech holds on to me while Jamie watches quietly, seeming sorry to have been the one to break the news.

I swear, I can still hear him. Feel him on the dock.

“Are you going to come work for us when our business launches?” Felix asked as he leaned back, toes in the water and his hands behind his neck like he didn’t have a care in the world.

“And leave the Surf Shack?” I said. “Never.”

“Oh, come on.” He grinned. “We’ll name one of the boats after you. The Shittalker.”

I shoved his shoulder, laughing so hard, it echoed off the water. “You can eat shit, Mancini.”

“But seriously,” Felix added after a moment. “It’s a family business. So you have come with us. We wouldn’t do it without you.”

I smiled at him then, liking the sound of it. And in that moment, I believed it. Believed we were all building something together. Our family.

And now all that is gone, this final piece slipping away. Another plan that never got to grow up. Another person in my life taken away.

“I’m here,” Tech says, hugging me to him. I hear him sniffle, feel the weakness in his posture. I’m not the only one grieving. We all loved Felix.

After a few minutes, I slowly start to come back to myself. When I’m steadier, I clear the tears from my cheeks with both hands, my eyes still burning. This isn’t the time. I can’t fall apart right now.

I take a few breaths, and then I turn back to Jamie. “How did you… how did you find out about Felix?” I ask, my voice thick with tears. “What happened to him?”

“Jordan told me,” Jamie says. “And it seems… obviously, they think he was murdered.” He winces when I turn away, face scrunched up as I try not to cry again. “But”—he looks between me and Tech—“they said they found him washed up on the beach in Cape Hope. No mention of Rum Runner Island. There’s another cover-up.”

I straighten, horrified. My uncle would have known that Felix was at the island, which means he would have been the one lying. It occurs to me suddenly that Matteo would have also heard about his cousin by now.

“Matteo,” I gasp out, looking at Tech. Jamie nods along.

“That’s who told Jordan,” he adds. “Matteo knew last night, apparently. And I wondered if… if that’s what he wanted to talk to you about at Bonfire Beach.”

I’m not sure what to say, but I’m scared. “Do you think…?” I look around. “Do you think he knew we were at Rum Runner Island yesterday?”

Jamie shrugs, and Tech looks equally confused.

I’m overwhelmed. Between Felix being dead, my uncle covering it up, and then Matteo wanting to talk to me about something… I think we’re in pretty deep.

It seems impossible, but… would they try to blame us?

Jamie shifts, as if indicating he has more to talk about. I motion for him to continue, and wrap my arms around myself to hold it all together.

“I did some digging online,” Jamie starts again. “About the Starline, Rum Runner, everything. I found out that Jordan is related to Florence Marsten. Did you know that?”

I furrow my brow. “What?”

“How did you…?” Tech asks, leaning closer.

“My dad owns an IT security company,” Jamie says. “Plus, I’m good at finding stuff on the internet. But yes, Jordan’s mother is Cecelia Marsten Miles, Florence’s sister. She owns half of the Grand Augustus Resort.”

“Okay…” I say, confused. “Obviously, we didn’t know they were related, but does it matter? Whether it was Jordan or Hailey or even Creed, we knew the socialite had been part of the Collective. Her family blamed the Chasers. If anything, it’s just another reason to hate Jordan.”

Jamie hums as if that’s not fair, but presses on with his story.

“That’s not all,” Jamie continues. “Florence’s family is one half of the Augustus Resort while the Mancini family is the other half. So I asked Jordan how the two families connected to build the resort in the first place. She let me know that Alessandro Mancini used to date her aunt. She didn’t say which one, but thinking about it”—he taps his temple—“one of the articles I found said Florence was engaged before her death. I think he might have been her fiancé.”

There’s a chill over my skin. A connection that seems out of time, and somehow… a bit sinister. “You’re saying Matteo’s dad was engaged to Florence Marsten?”

“I don’t know for sure, but I think so,” he says. “If we check that photo, I think he’s the blurry guy standing next to her.”

“Nice digging,” Tech says, sounding impressed. He reaches under the counter to grab out his backpack. “I was going to wait for Shawn, but…”

He upends his backpack and a pile of papers falls onto the counter.

“After we talked yesterday,” Tech says, picking through some of them, “I examined the papers we found in Florence’s room at the Starline. Some weren’t readable, but the others, they were pretty informative.”

“What was in them?” I ask, looking over the papers.

“A few personal letters and receipts,” Tech says. “But right away I learned that Florence was engaged to be married”—he points at Jamie to let him know he was right—“but she told her friends he was a nobody. She called him Alex. Pretty sure that’s Alessandro Mancini. Anyway, in one letter, she said that her parents were going to help her break off the engagement since Alex couldn’t afford to secure her future.”

“How do you go from a nobody to one of the richest men in Cape Hope?” I ask.

“Great question,” Tech says. “But I have no idea.” He looks at Jamie. “You?”

“Not yet,” Jamie replies. “Florence’s family could afford their portion of the resort, but the Mancinis? No way.”

Although I’m heartbroken about Felix, it gives me another reason to find out what happened at the Starline. “I think Felix’s death and the mystery of the hotel are connected,” I say, and both Jamie and Tech nod that they agree. “We have to solve this. We have to set things right.”

“For Felix,” Tech says quietly.

“And for Gabriel,” Jamie adds.

Tech reaches out to bump his fist into Jamie’s, and then the three of us settle into a quiet reflection, heavy with grief, but also determined. The pieces are coming together. It won’t erase the tragedies, but maybe it will bring some comfort.

Jamie’s phone rings. He takes it out to turn it off, but when he glances at the caller ID, I see him visibly pale.

“What’s wrong?” I ask. He swallows hard, slipping his phone back into his pocket without answering it.

“I actually have to go,” he says, motioning toward the resort. “I’ll text you later?” he asks, already stepping backward.

“Yeah,” I say, a bit worried. “But are you all right?”

“I am,” he assures me. “Just some family stuff. We’ll talk soon. Be safe.”

“You, too,” I say, watching as he turns to jog toward the resort.

He doesn’t overshare, but my stomach is in knots as I watch him go. There is only one person who could send him running back like that. One person who could make him look so scared.

His father.





CHAPTER TWENTY

—JAMIE

My father wants to talk to me. He called my phone, and when I didn’t answer, he followed that with a text. He loathes texting, having to wait for a response. I’m sure it pained him to send me a text now.

On the way back to the resort, I message Astrid to make sure she’s all right, and she responds right away to let me know she’s out shopping with our mother. Which seems like odd timing. Almost as if it was planned. That’s not encouraging.

When I arrive at the resort, my father is waiting for me in the lobby. I’m disconcerted, thrown off my game. I expected to find him waiting in our suite. There, in that grand lobby with gold and marble—nothing looks bigger than my father.

Brent Matthews stands six foot five in a three-piece suit, the sleeves tight on his arms. My father works out when he’s not at the office. He’s always been huge, part of what gives him so much credibility in the security world. It also made him an intimidating attorney, but there wasn’t enough money in it for him. Instead, his consulting agency helps the wealthy CEOs and politicians protect their assets. In plain terms, he’s still keeping criminals out of prison.

“Dad,” I say, and then clear my throat to sound less surprised. “How are you?”

At first my father doesn’t respond. He looks from my black eye to my wrapped arm, emotionless. He glances at the concierge and motions him over. The man comes running.

“Get the on-call physician here,” my father says. “Tell him my son needs his arm rewrapped immediately.”

“Yes, sir,” the concierge says before dashing back to his desk.

“It’s fine, Dad,” I say. “I—”

“It’s not fine,” my father says. “You look ridiculous. Now, let’s go into the conference room. We need to talk.”

He starts walking, but I’m rooted in place, my self-esteem crashing to the floor. The way my father can make the simplest things my fault is almost an art form. I’m not the one who wrapped my arm, and yet, I wish I could chop it off rather than keep it a second longer. That’s what my father does. He gets inside your head. He guts you from the inside out.

Before he can summon me again, I follow my father down the corridor toward the conference room. When I get inside, he’s already in place at the head of a long table. He opens a folder and then takes a shiny silver pen from his suit pocket. He’s going through some kind of checklist. I stand at the entrance waiting for instructions.

He glances at me without his lifting his head. “Why are you standing there?” he asks. “Close the door and sit down.”

I take a seat across from him, eight chairs between us. He doesn’t talk, examining his paperwork instead. My leg bounces under the table. As another minute ticks by, I gather my courage.

“So what’s this about?” I finally ask.

My father pauses as if annoyed that I spoke. He sets down his pen with a loud clink.

“It’s a funny thing, James,” he starts. “I received an alert that my credit card had been run recently. I don’t use credit here, and God knows your mother has her own cards. So imagine my surprise when I get a notice of a charge from something called the Surf Shack.” He folds his hands in front of him, and leans forward. My heart is racing.

“Okay…” I reply, not admitting to anything.

“I had the concierge look into it,” my father continues, “and it turns out that’s where we store our boats. At that point, I’m sure that someone there was running my card without my knowledge. But after a few calls, I found out that you had rented surfboards.” He smiles. “But what was strange was when the owner began falling over himself with apologies. So then,” he adds, “I have to ask what he’s so sorry about, right, James?”

I’m doing my best to stay steady, to not give anything away. I don’t answer him. My father nods at my silence and sits back in the leather chair.

“Turns out,” he says, “the man is sorry that his teenage daughter stole your boat. I’m stunned. Well, I decided to go down and check the damage for myself. It wasn’t so bad. I told the owner not to worry about it. That we had it handled. This meeting”—he motions around us—“is to let you know that you will never see that fucking boat again.”

I look down at my hands in front of me on the table. What can I say? I don’t pay for storage or insurance. It may be mine on paper, but my father owns everything about my life.

“Understood,” I say evenly. “Are we done?” I know I should take the criticism stoically, but my father has just stripped me of my last possession. There’s nothing left to take, so there’s no point in just sitting here and letting him berate me. What more can he do? He can’t arrest me for being a bad son.

“No, we’re not done,” my father says, closing his folder. He leans forward on his elbows, his dark eyes boring into me. “I think you know that. There’s another matter we need to discuss.”

He takes out his phone, presses a button, and then brings it to his ear.

Who is he calling?

“Yes,” my father says into the line. “You can come in now.” He hangs up and slips the phone back into his pocket.

He looks at the door in anticipation, and I’m clueless as to what this is about. When I hear the door open, I don’t turn right away.

“I want you to meet my associates,” my father says.

When I turn around, my blood pressure skyrockets. I jump up from my chair and take a step behind the table. Two men stand there, the men who tried to kill me at the Starline Hotel.

I look quickly at my father. “What’s going on?” I ask.

“I just told you,” my father says. “These are my associates—they work in security. Now, they reported to me that your boat was somewhere it shouldn’t have been. So what I need to know is if you were with that boat, or if it was another time the local girl stole it—leaving you completely innocent of these charges.”

I’m not sure how to answer. Does my father know they shot at me? Would he even care? I won’t deny being there because it would put Noa in danger. I won’t take that chance.

“I was just out exploring alone,” I say, glancing at the men to see their reactions.

“Exploring,” my father repeats. “And while you were exploring, what did you find?”

“It was just an abandoned building,” I say. “Happened past it while out on the boat, so I… went in and looked around. That’s when your associates showed up.” I motion to them. “I took off so I wouldn’t get in trouble. That’s how I hurt my arm.” I hold it up as proof. “I’m sorry, Dad. I hope I didn’t put you in an awkward situation,” I add, trying to sound sincere.

My mind is spinning, though. Why do a couple of possible murderers work for my father? Not only that, how is my father connected to the Starline Hotel? Oh, shit… did he have something to do with Felix’s body being there?

The men watch my father, and I realize that they’re scared of him too. They told him about my boat, but seems they left out the part where they tried to shoot me. Twice.

What happens if I tell my father that? Which of us does he side with? I’m not sure I want to take that chance.

“It won’t happen again,” I tell my father before the men can speak. Just wanting to get out of the room. “Besides, I don’t have a boat anymore, and I don’t remember where the place was. So my reckless adventures are over.”

My father studies me. “You really are such a disappointment, James,” he states. “You know that, right?”

“Every day,” I reply simply. But inside, I’m knotted up and sick. I’m struck with the knowledge that my father is deep in this mystery and that he almost got me killed. That he might have killed someone else. I swallow hard. “Can I go now?” I ask.

My father watches me with contempt, before turning to the men. “Was there anything else, gentlemen?” he asks them.

They glance at me and then back to my father. “There is a concern about his discretion,” one of the men says. He’s wearing a flowered shirt, sunglasses on his head. “As a security breach, it would fall under your responsibilities.”

My father sighs loudly, but he doesn’t even look in my direction. “It is handled,” my father says firmly. “Now, this concludes our business, gentlemen,” he says to them. “I expect to not see you again.” He leaves no room for argument. The men walk out, closing the door behind them.

When they’re gone, my father sits back down at the table. In a rare moment, he lets down his guard. He rests his face in his hands, rubbing roughly at his skin. He sits back in his chair, and glances over at me.

“Even now, you just can’t mind your own business,” he says.

“I have no idea what any of this is about,” I tell him. “I swear, I wasn’t trying to mess up anything for you. For anybody.”

He watches me a moment. “I believe you,” he says. “But I do have to wonder about the friends you’re hanging out with. About the girl. I remember her, you know? Noa…” He says her name, and from his mouth it sounds like a threat.

“She has nothing to do with this,” I say, holding his gaze steady.

“I’m just concerned,” he says. “People like that, they have an agenda, James. Have you thought about that? When you’re in a powerful position, people want to get close to you. Sometimes women.”

“So you’ve said,” I reply.

My father nods, the open secret of his affair and the aftermath hanging heavily between us. And even now, he’s still trying to make an excuse for his bad behavior.

“So long as you understand the consequences,” he says. “Now you may go. I have more to do today.”

I want to ask if he had anything to do with Felix’s death. And maybe it makes me a coward that I hesitate. That I’m too scared that I’ll be wrong and get blamed instead.

Still, when I get to the door, I turn around to look at my father again. I’m not sure that I even know who he really is anymore. “And the kid they left dead in the marsh?” I ask, my hands shaking. My father seems shocked that I said it out loud.

He stares at me, his dark eyes on mine. “Now, that was just business, James.”

I feel sick. “Business?” I repeat.

“I’m merely security,” he says. “The who and why of my clients are of no concern to me. But when I facilitate a forensic cleaning, the results are guaranteed untraceable, no matter how distasteful I may find their actions.”

“Who’s the client?” I ask. He laughs.

“You don’t work for me. So frankly, it’s none of your damn business. Now, get out.” His eyes are cold, and he goes back to his file, pen in hand. “And don’t forget that there are always consequences, James,” he murmurs.

I swallow hard, understanding that his reference is to Noa. The threat of hurting her in exchange for my silence.

I walk out with more questions than answers. More pain than relief.

Until now, I never thought of my father as a tyrant. As truly evil. Intense, sure. Sometimes cruel—an excellent marksman. He hits me in the heart every time. But now… my father is helping cover up a murder. I’m scared to wonder if this is new or what he’s always done.

Fearful and angry, I head toward the lobby. I have to warn Noa and the others. At least let them know that my father’s watching them. But as I get into the lobby, I notice him.

Matteo Mancini is in the middle of the room as if he’s been waiting for me. He stands with his legs far apart, his arms folded in front of him and his chin up high. He has dark shadows under his eyes, a bruise on his jaw from last night. I have to say that his timing is impeccable because right now fighting sounds pretty great.

He smiles. “I thought I saw you come in here,” he says. “I told you we weren’t done.”

Jordan would tell me to walk away, and even Noa might tell me to let it go since Matteo’s grieving his cousin. But right now, Matteo is a symbol for everything that’s wrong. He’s the bully. He’s the resort. He’s my father.

I walk right up close to him, our chests nearly bumping. My adrenaline is making the world blur at the edges. “You don’t want to do this right now,” I murmur.

“Oh, but I do,” he says. “You’re everywhere I fucking look. And if you think you’re going to end up with Noa, well, you can get in line because—”

All my rage comes together at once. I don’t think about it. I punch him hard in the face, and Matteo stumbles back a few steps. Then he comes at me full force, his shoulder blasting me in the gut as I fold over him. We crash into the concierge desk amid screams of frightened guests.

There is a flurry of movement as people go running. Both Matteo and I are swinging, sometimes connecting. At one point he grabs a fistful of my hair, and I headbutt him in the mouth.

The world is hazy as I lash out, raging against him as he throttles me right back. We’re fighting the world in each other. We’ve both got something to prove.

I get Matteo down on the ground, and as I pull back to hit him, an arm stretches across my throat from behind. I choke as I’m dragged backward, the heels of my sneakers scraping along the slippery floor as I try to regain my balance.

The arm squeezes tighter.

I’m being choked out, little dots of black crowding my vision. The last thing I see is Matteo slowly climbing to his feet, looking horrified. He motions for him to stop. He yells that he’s killing me.

And I realize that the person strangling me unconscious is my father.





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

—NOA

Tech and I are looking through some of the papers from the Starline Hotel when we hear the sirens. Immediately, I think of my brother. Did they find Ellis? Is he okay? An ambulance and police cruiser park in front of the resort. I take a step out from behind the counter of the Surf Shack. Or maybe it’s about Felix.

“Call up there,” I say to Tech, tapping his arm quickly. “See what’s happening.”

Before he gets the chance, we see Shawn come out from the side of the resort. She’s running toward us, hopping over patches of grass as she tries to hurry.

My heart rate explodes as Tech and I dash out to meet her.

“It’s Jamie,” she yells when she gets close. “They just arrested him.”

“What?” I say, my eyes widening. “For what?”

“Assault,” she tells me. “He just beat the hell out of Matteo in the lobby of the Augustus. Actually,” she concedes, catching her breath, “more like they beat the hell out of each other.”

“Is he hurt?” I ask.

Shawn shrugs. “I’m not sure, but it sounds like Jamie’s father is a real piece of shit. Nina saw the whole thing, and she told me that his father broke up the fight by choking him unconscious. I guess Matteo and a security guard had to pull his dad off of him. Nina said it was scary—they thought he was going to kill him.”

I cover my mouth, horrified. Thinking about the look on Jamie’s face when he left for the resort after ignoring his dad’s call.

Shawn pauses, catching her breath before continuing. “The sheriff and an ambulance are there now,” she adds. “But they have Jamie in cuffs. He seems all right otherwise because they’re taking him to the jail. And his father let everyone know that he wouldn’t be bailing his son out.”

“But he’s okay?” I ask. The idea of Jamie bloodied and bruised physically hurts me. When Shawn nods, I’m grateful.

“After everything that’s happened,” Tech says, “why does Matteo care about Jamie? He has bigger fucking problems.”

“I’ve given up trying to figure out men,” Shawn says easily, glancing back toward the resort.

If I were to guess, Matteo is lashing out at Jamie because he feels threatened by him. His relationship with me, with Jordan—his distance from the Collective. And Matteo is also grieving, so I’m sure attacking Jamie was his way to feel something—anything—else.

“There he goes,” Shawn says, motioning to the police car as it leaves the resort. I think we can assume that Jamie is in the backseat.

Tech blows out a cleansing breath. “Well,” he says, folding his hands on top of his head. “Who do we know that can afford bail money?”



I absolutely hate what I have to do right now.

I walk onto the pool deck of the Augustus Resort and see Jordan, thankfully alone, on a sun lounger. She’s wearing large sunglasses and a designer bathing suit. She looks magazine rich—cover ready.

Nervous, I cross to her chair and sit next to her. She doesn’t notice at first.

“I need to talk to you,” I say, and she jumps. Jordan pulls up her sunglasses, looking absolutely shocked to find me next to her. She darts her gaze around the pool area before sitting up and facing me.

“What the hell do you want?” she asks, but she’s more uncomfortable than cruel. She doesn’t want to be seen alone with me, which would wound my pride if I didn’t feel exactly the same way.

“Jamie needs your help,” I say, keeping my voice low.

She scoffs, then quickly pulls herself together again. “Then he can ask me himself,” she says. She pulls her sunglasses down again and lies back in her chair.

“He already used his one phone call,” I tell her. “It was to his mother. She said… she said no.”

Jordan’s jaw flexes, and then she turns me, removing her glasses again. “How do you know that?” she asks.

“The sheriff told me,” I say, my heart hurting. When I called the station, my uncle let me know that Jamie would be locked up for the night and that he probably wouldn’t be getting out anytime soon. “Jamie called his mom,” I tell Jordan, “but she refused to pay his bail. The sheriff said his hands are tied. He can’t help him. Jamie will have to stay there until it’s paid.”

“Why doesn’t he get a lawyer?” Jordan asks.

I tilt my head, as if it’s obvious. “Because his father owns all the lawyers in town.”

Jordan’s eyes weaken, and I see vulnerability there. The way Jamie’s parents have abandoned him—how the Collective can so easily abandon one of their own—it means that it can happen to her, too.

After a moment, Jordan pulls off her sunglasses and straightens her back. She takes out her phone and checks a few of her apps. “How much is bail?” she asks.

“Five thousand,” I tell her. She curses under her breath. After a few more taps, she sets her phone aside. She glances at me, as if impatient.

“Well?” she asks. “Where do we go to pay it? I’m not just going to hand you the money.”

I have to laugh, like this would be some grift to steal a few thousand from her. I stand up and text Shawn to bring the truck up to the resort.

“We’ll be out front,” I tell her. Jordan nods, but makes no movement to leave with me. I’m sure she’ll want to exit separately and preserve her image. I start to walk away, but stop to look at her.

“Thank you, by the way,” I tell her.

“It’s not for you,” she responds simply.

“I know that,” I say. “But it’s nice to see you’re still human.”

Jordan laughs, but I can tell that she’s proud to help, even if it goes against the Collective. And for a moment, I think maybe Jamie is right to be friends with her. I never saw the appeal, but even my brother liked Jordan a little. At least, he told me once that he thought she was mostly good on the inside.

I exit the pool area to walk around the outside of the resort, avoiding the lobby, but just as I round the corner, I nearly bump into someone. I quickly apologize, but when I lift my head, I’m stunned silent.

Alessandro Mancini smiles politely at me, folding his hands in front of his pressed suit.

“Noa, is it?” he asks, his voice gravelly and deep—like someone who has smoked too many cigars. “What a surprise to see you up here.”

I’m startled. I’ve never in my life exchanged words with Mancini, and I have no idea how he even knows my name. “I’m sorry,” I say quickly. “Excuse me.”

As I go to move past him, he takes me by the elbow. The movement alarms me, and although he isn’t hurting me, he is holding me fast.

“Do I need to be concerned about you?” he asks, leaning his head closer to mine even though he’s staring straight ahead. “Tell me I don’t have to worry,” he adds.

“You… don’t,” I say, trying to sound calm, but he is actually terrifying. “I just came to see a friend,” I add.

He turns to me then, looking over my face. His eyes are so dark, they’re almost black, flecks of gray in his eyebrows.

“I doubt that,” he says, and then releases my arm. “Let’s not have you here again—we don’t need trouble.” His eyes narrow. “I’m sure you’ve heard that someone killed my nephew.”

My heart clenches, both on my grief and something else. As Mancini watches me… I realize he’s also threatening me.

That someone killed my nephew.

Someone they will have to blame.

I swallow hard, taking a step back from him. He smiles, forced and mocking. “So we understand each other?” he asks.

“Understood,” I reply quickly.

This seems to satisfy him. “Very good,” he says. Then Mancini walks away, leaving me alone to catch my breath.

Now that I’ve actually spoken to him, seen that darkness in his eyes, I think we need to consider that Alessandro Mancini had something to do with Florence’s death. There is something about him… something cold and calculating. And as I stand here, I’m horrified to consider that maybe he was involved in Felix’s death too.

Nervously, I glance around to make sure he’s gone, and then quickly walk to the front of the resort. It’s better if I’m not seen in enemy territory. However, I can’t seem to avoid detection.

“You lost?” a voice calls out. I turn, and when I see Creed standing near the valet stand, I have a sinking feeling in my gut. I really don’t need his shit right now.

“Yeah,” I reply, mockingly. “Super lost. Are they holding the asshole convention inside, or…?” I motion to him. “Out here?”

Creed sucks at his teeth, pissed, but behind him the valet smirks at my comment. After nursing his burn, Creed slips his hands into his pockets and approaches me. I hold my ground, not intimidated by him.

“What is it about you?” he asks. “Fucking Chasers, man. I hear you got James arrested? I definitely warned him about you.”

The fact that he calls him James reminds me that they’re not actually friends. I flip him off, and turn back to the driveway, waiting for the Surf Shack truck to arrive.

Creed continues his approach until he stops right in front of me, invading my space. When I look up at him, the edges of his blond mustache wet with spit, I am disgusted.

“I’m sure you heard about Felix,” he whispers. My heart immediately skips, my hands clenching into fists at my sides. “I told Matteo,” Creed adds, shaking his head, “if your cousin keeps hanging out with those Chaser deviants, he’s going to end up dead. Seems I was right.”

“Back up,” I warn Creed, my eyes burning with rage. He doesn’t even seem to hear me.

“To be honest,” Creed continues, starting to chuckle, “when we heard there was a dead body, we started taking bets. I lost fifty bucks. Hell, we all figured it was your loser brother they pulled out of the water. What a waste.”

I see red, and without thinking about it, I yank back my arm and punch him directly in the face. We both cry out in pain at the same time. I shake my hand from the sting of the bone-on-bone impact against his teeth. For his part, Creed has stumbled back, a new cut in his lip with fresh red blood running over his chin.

“Fucking bitch,” he growls, and then spits out the blood on the pavement.

“You’ve got a little something…” I motion to my chin to indicate his. He spits out more blood, tenderly touching his lip.

Just then, the rumble of the work-truck engine echoes off the palm trees, and I look up to see Shawn approaching. Although Creed looks like he’d love to hit me back, he moves away instead. His pride is wounded more than his face. Also, he wouldn’t mess with Shawn.

As the truck glides to a halt in front me, I glance over to the valet, who is trying to hold back his smile. Shawn rolls down her window, tilting her head to look out. She glances at Creed as he spits more blood on the ground. I walk over and climb into the passenger seat.

“You do that?” Shawn asks me.

“Yep.”

She nods. “Pro move,” she replies easily.

Creed is incensed, and he turns his anger on the valet. “Where is my fucking Jeep?” he shouts, like a child throwing a tantrum.

Luckily, before the valet has to answer, the white Jeep comes rolling up next to us. The other valet hops out good-naturedly and tosses the keys to Creed. He doesn’t catch them, and they bounce off his chest before hitting the ground with a rattle. It’s… embarrassing.

Creed snatches the key ring from the ground, the lower half of his face covered in blood, and stomps his way toward his vehicle. “No tip!” he yells, pointing at the valet stand. But the workers are already gossiping. His tires squeal as he leaves the resort parking lot.

As if she’d been waiting for him to leave, Jordan comes waltzing out of the lobby. She’s wearing a sundress over her bathing suit. She says nothing to the valets as she passes them and crosses to the truck. They, however, seem completely stunned when Jordan opens the passenger door.

“Move over,” she orders. I slide into the middle, next to Shawn, and Jordan gets in and slams the door shut.

As Shawn starts out of the driveway, Jordan glances over to the valets, who are watching in awe, and presses her finger to her lips as if asking them to keep a secret. They smile in return.



As we wait for the bail bondsman to finish the paperwork, charging Jordan’s credit card for the amount, the three of us are silent in the small office. The transaction was straightforward, although it helps that the clerk is friends with Shawn’s grandfather.

Jordan sits between me and Shawn, tapping out texts and liking social media images, as if oblivious to where we are. Shawn peers over her shoulder.

“You’re always on that phone,” she tells Jordan. “You should just get it implanted in your brain, that way you won’t get that crooked pinky finger.”

Jordan immediately checks her hand, stretching out her fingers, before turning to Shawn. She smiles in return. “My hands are just fine,” Jordan says, although she’s amused.

“They are,” Shawn replies. “They’re beautiful hands.”

Jordan is looking at her phone again, but her lips are upturned, a slight flush on her cheeks. I’m fascinated as I watch them, and when I notice the brush of Shawn’s hand against Jordan’s on the chair, I’m stunned that I didn’t see it sooner.

“You two?” I accuse. “Really?”

“Don’t be classist,” Shawn says, but then winks at me.

“How long?” I ask with a laugh. “And I can’t believe you didn’t tell me.”

“Hello, I’m still sitting here,” Jordan says, although she’s not looking at either of us.

“Whatever,” I tell her, but now I’m starting to get a little mad. “How could you still hang out with those Collective pricks when you’re hooking up with Shawn?”

Jordan gives me a stern look, as if telling me to lower my voice. But I have a good point, and she has to answer for it. She’s made our life hell.

“I wanted her to keep it undercover,” Shawn says for her. She nods, as if telling me to chill. I’m stunned to realize that Shawn is invested in this relationship—I can tell that she really likes her. This isn’t one of the usual beach romances.

“But you don’t tell me?” I ask, kind of hurt.

Shawn tilts her head, apologetically. “I would have,” she says. “I wanted to. Tech doesn’t know either. I was just… waiting for the right moment. But, there’s always a storm in Cape Hope. And lately…” She doesn’t even have to start on the rest.

Although I’m hurt that Shawn didn’t tell me about this relationship, thinking about it, there were definitely signs. Some missed late-night hangouts, a few moments where Jordan seemed to defend Shawn, even last night at the fight.

Jordan sighs and sets her phone aside.

“It’s because of my mother,” she tells me. “That’s why we haven’t told anyone. If my mother found out… she’d be furious. A Chaser? With our family history? Cecelia Miles would cut me off so fast.” Jordan snaps her fingers. “That means no college, no car, no nothing. Which is why I looped Jamie into my life—she’s always liked him. I didn’t know about the two of you, by the way,” she adds. “Not that it matters, considering he’s not really my type.” She flexes her hand in Shawn’s, and they turn to each other.

“This is serious?” I ask, worried for Shawn’s heart. She may be the toughest person I know, but typically, those types are always a bit soft on the inside.

Jordan smiles, rolling her eyes. She shifts the hem of her dress and shows me a small tattoo on her hip. It’s a little boat.

“Well, damn,” I say, knowing that Shawn has a matching one on her wrist.

Although I’m shocked and a little left out. The idea that Shawn has someone isn’t surprising—she’s amazing. Of course that someone happens to be the princess of the Augustus Resort. I guess it kind of makes sense.

I lean toward Shawn. “By the way,” I say quietly. “I bumped into Alessandro Mancini while at the resort. He’s scary as hell.”

Jordan nods along, although she’s looking at her phone.

“We need to be extra careful,” I say to Shawn, and widen my eyes to let her know I’m not going into details in front of Jordan. They may be dating, but I don’t want any of us to end up accused of a murder we didn’t commit. She nods, understanding.

The bail clerk comes back out, and Shawn jumps up to meet him at the table. They talk for a moment, and then she waves Jordan over to sign some paperwork.

Once it’s done, we grab all the documents and head back to the resort. We drop off Jordan and then make our way to the station so we can bail out Jamie.

When we walk in, the sheriff is already waiting for us at the front desk. He has the nerve to look upset with us, and it’s all I can do to not cuss him out while the other officers listen.

No matter how he spins it, my uncle is involved in a cover-up. He knew Felix. Why would he lie about where his body was found? He owes him more than that—he owes him justice. But as much as I want to confront my uncle, I’m not sure that I should.

I’m not sure if I even trust him anymore.

“Here you go,” Shawn says coldly, sliding the paperwork over the desk.

Sheriff Castillo picks up the receipt to examine it. He takes his time, and then he sets it down and crosses his arms defiantly over his chest. He turns to me, studying my demeanor as I try to keep my composure.

“What the hell are you doing, Noa?” he asks. “First the boat, then the blood, and now… now you got this kid arrested?” He motions toward the back of the building. “Are you trying to ruin his life?”

“His life?” I say, casting a look at the officer sitting in the desk behind the sheriff. I lower my voice. “What, like ruin his college prospects? Is that really your biggest concern right now when other people are actually dying?”

My uncle tightens his jaw, and then takes a deep breath. He levels his eyes on mine. “I’m doing my best,” he says in a low voice. “Even if you can’t see every move I make, I asked you to trust me.”

“Well, I don’t anymore,” I tell him, my face stinging with the truth in those words. “And what about the guys who shot at us? Did you find them?”

“Not yet,” he says, lowering his gaze like he’s ashamed. “I know this is confusing, but you’ll understand eventually,” he says. “You will.” He sounds more like he’s trying to convince himself.

“Find out what happened to Felix,” I say quietly. “I don’t know why you lied about where his body was found, why you’re still hiding the Starline. But don’t let Felix slip through the cracks. You need to question them. You need to talk to the Collective about—”

“Don’t start with this Collective and Chasers bullshit again,” the sheriff says, slamming his hand on the desk and making me and Shawn jump. “Those labels only exist because you reinforce them. You all need to just stop!”

I have a flash of anger. “You have always done this,” I say. “Ever since you put on the uniform, you try to pretend like the problem doesn’t exist. Gaslight us into believing it never existed. But you know who won’t let us forget? The assholes at the resort. They remind us every day—”

“Oh, enough…” The sheriff starts talking over me until we’re both shouting.

“—and they will keep taking everything because you let them!” I scream.

The sound of it echoes around the precinct. The other officer watches with eyes wide, as if trying to determine if he should step in.

And suddenly, I understand what happened with Rum Runner Island and the Starline Hotel—how it disappeared in the first place.

Sometimes, it’s just easier to forget.

Whether you’re being gaslit, bribed, threatened—a convenient lie is faster and stronger than fighting the current toward the truth. I don’t know my uncle’s motivations, and I probably never will.

But I am certain that we’re on our own now. And there’s nothing easy about that.

“Can we please just get our friend?” Shawn demands, breaking through the argument. “I’m going to be late for dinner.”

Shawn has unbreakable dinner plans with her grandparents. Everyone knows that.

“Tell Magda that I said hello,” the sheriff says, nodding to her. “And I will go get the Matthews boy, but…”

“His name is Jamie,” I say. “He has his own name.”

The sheriff exhales, then nods that he understands. When he looks at me again, his voice is softer. “Listen,” he says. “I know things are hard right now, but you are my priority. All of you kids. Not just the Chasers, not the Collective. We have a real tragedy unfolding right now.” He chokes up, and quickly adjusts his stance, shielding his watering eyes from the other officer. “And I can’t let it get worse. So please, please, just this last time—I need you to trust me.”

He waits for me to answer, his lips pressed tightly together as if holding back what he really wants to say. He’s keeping the answers close to his chest, but there is only so far I can stretch. For now, though, I nod—giving him the reprieve he desperately seems to need.

He smiles, grateful. “I’ll go get… Jamie,” he says, as if just remembering his name.

When he leaves for the jail cell in the back room, Shawn turns to me.

“That was intense,” she murmurs. I hum out my agreement. “Do you trust him?”

“No,” I say simply.

A few minutes later, I hear the door and look up to see Jamie walking through the room with Sheriff Castillo behind him. My heart swells when I see him, even though he looks awful.

Jamie’s left eye was already bruised, only now it has puffed up. His hair is a mess and his shirt is torn. There is noticeable bruising across the front of his neck. I look abruptly at the sheriff.

“No charges against Matteo? Or Jamie’s father?” I demand. Jamie quickly lowers his head, and I’m surprised that he doesn’t look angry. He looks… ashamed.

Sheriff Castillo holds up his hands helplessly. “The witness statements all say Jamie started it,” he tells me. “The only one pressing charges is Matteo.”

I turn to Jamie. “You don’t want to press charges?” I ask. Jamie shakes his head no.

While the sheriff looks sympathetic, Shawn seems as enraged as I am. Someone hurt Jamie, and by the looks of it, they really tried to. I have no idea why he wouldn’t want to act, but at the same time… it’s not my fight. All I can do now is support him.

“Thanks for the help, Sheriff,” Shawn says, reaching to take Jamie’s arm.

I latch on to Jamie’s other arm, careful to avoid his bandage, and walk with Shawn to the door. Part of me expects my uncle to stop us, ask more questions or beg for more time. But he lets us walk out into the setting sun, our lives a complete mess.





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

—JAMIE

The sunshine, although fading, makes my eye hurt. The entire area pulses, aches. At first, I thought Matteo had broken my eye socket, but the ambulance assured me it’s just a nasty bruise. Either way, it hurts like hell.

Shawn left for dinner while Noa and I decided to walk back to the beach. I needed time to gather my thoughts, some fresh air in my lungs. While I was sitting in the cell of the sheriff’s station, waiting for someone to bail me out, I assessed my options.

I’m not going to lie, I considered leaving Cape Hope and never looking back. Protecting Noa from my father by disappearing and ignoring her calls—just like I did before. But leaving like that would crush her. Honestly, I’d rather be dead than hurt her again.

Another option was to tell the sheriff everything I know, implicating my father in a crime. Of course, I don’t have any proof, just my word against his—and it’s pretty obvious who they’ll believe. Then, of course, my father could make good on those consequences.

So now I’m stuck between two terrible options. And I’m scared, and I’m alone. When I called my mother from the jail, she barely got out the word “no” before hanging up. She didn’t even want my side of the story. Nothing has changed. After everything, nothing has changed.

“Jamie,” Noa says softly from next to me. Her voice is filled with concern, and when I turn to her, she smiles sadly. “You’re going to need a new shirt,” she says, poking her fingers through the holes near my collar.

“Maybe I can borrow one from the Surf Shack,” I say, my voice still scratchy.

“That would actually be super cute,” Noa replies, gingerly taking my arm as we walk together. “You’ll look good in the tie-dye.”

The single-lane road to the beach is deserted, piles of sand built up along the curb. The sun has warmed the pavement and I can feel it through my shoes. Noa smells like salt and coconut; she smells like home. I finally let down the last of my walls.

“I need to tell you something,” I say. It’s hard to talk, my throat tight from swelling. “It’s really bad.”

Noa doesn’t flip out. She stays steady, holding on to me. “Okay,” she says, preparing herself.

“Before the fight with Matteo,” I tell her, “my father pulled me into a meeting. Among other choice words, he introduced me to two of his associates.” I look sideways at her. “They were the guys from the Starline Hotel. The men who tried kill us—they work for my dad.”

Her lips part, shock sweeping over her face. “Who are they?”

“I don’t really know,” I say. “They didn’t outright admit to trying to shoot me, but my father knows I was there. He knows you were there too.”

She seems to think it over, like her mind is spinning out of control. “Maybe this is good,” she suggests. “Your father knows about Rum Runner Island. Tell him that’s where Felix was actually found, and maybe… maybe he’ll flip on those guys. Then we can get the city to open an investigation into everything—including the Starline itself.”

My chest hurts, an ache deep and dark. “He already knows,” I tell her. “My father knew about Felix.”

She stops walking, her hand dropping from my arm. “What do you mean?” she asks. “He knows his body was at the Starline Hotel?”

“Yes,” I say, ashamed of him. She’s trying to catch her breath, her eyes darting around.

“But…” she starts. “But how? What did he say about Felix?”

“I asked him if he knew there was a body there,” I say, “and he told me that he did. And that… that it was just business—for a client. But he wouldn’t say who or even what.”

Her eyes are blazing with anger, fear. “Why would your dad tell you all of this?” she asks. “Why introduce you to the men?”

“Because they wanted assurances that I wouldn’t talk,” I say.

“Well, too bad,” she replies, starting toward the beach again. “We have to tell somebody.”

“I want to, but…” When I catch up with her, I take her hand, turning her to me. “Noa, he knows about you,” I repeat. “He remembers you. He knows how I feel about you. He… he would use you to punish me. Whether it’s physically or financially, I’m not sure. But if we keep quiet, I think he’ll leave us alone. Let’s not provoke him until we have something that will stick.”

The fact that my father threatened her is not lost on Noa. Her eyes weaken, and she turns to look toward the Augustus Resort perched menacingly on the hill. Her hair blows over her face, and she peels it back as she thinks over my words.

“He would take the Surf Shack,” she says. “That’s the first thing he would do.”

“I’m so sorry,” I tell her. “I swear I’m not like him.”

She turns to me abruptly, her brows pulled together. “Of course you’re not,” she says. “Why would you even say that?” She yanks me into a hug. I close my eyes, her warmth wrapped around me like the sun. “You’re nothing like him,” she murmurs.

It’s exactly what I need to hear, and I hug her back fiercely. Protectively.

After a minute, she takes me by the hand, and we walk the rest of the way to the Shack.

On the beach, the world is quiet. Her father is out on the water in his boat, just in the distance. Noa and I stand at the counter, exhausted as we listen to the sound of the waves. There isn’t much to say for now. We’ve already alerted Tech and Shawn, and now… now we just wait for the sun to come up again so we can make a plan. For now, we can’t tell the sheriff; we can’t tell anyone. We have to play it cool.

Which means I have no idea what I’m going to say to my parents when I get home tonight. I’m not even sure I can face my little sister.

In my pocket, my phone buzzes with a text. I take it out to check the message, and when I read it, cold stretches over my body. I read it one more time, and then I click off my screen and slide the phone back into my pocket.

I’m reminded again of that blue tarp blowing away in the hurricane, lost at sea.

“What’s wrong?” Noa asks instinctively.

I wait a moment, staring at the water. Waiting until my voice won’t shake. “That was my father,” I say. “He, uh… he let me know that I’m not to go back to the resort. And that I’m not to contact my mother or my sister.”

Noa puts her fingers over her mouth, as if not sure what she can say. And honestly, what words are there? I’m abandoned, cut off from my family once again. As if my dad knew how much it devastated me the first time. He still needed to twist that knife.

But I know better than to let anger cloud my vision. My father is a dangerous man. Doing something reckless now will only blow back on me, or on the people I care about. Right now, we just need to keep out of his way.

“You’re staying with me tonight,” Noa announces. When I look at her to tell her she doesn’t have to do that, she holds up her hand to stop me. “I’m ordering a pizza and I need someone to split the wings with,” she tells me. “I hope you like honey barbeque.”



I stare in the mirror above the bathroom sink, turning my head to one side and then the other. I think I have a double black eye, which is not nearly as cool as a double rainbow and definitely not as lucky. Thankfully the area isn’t too swollen anymore. I can honestly say that I hope Matteo looks worse, and I’ll bet money that he does. I got in a few good shots.

I take out my phone to check for any other messages, and see that I have one from my little sister. She must have snuck it through her tablet. I smile, clicking it open.

Are you okay? she asks. I heard you got in a fight.

I’m good, I type back. How are you?

She doesn’t respond right away, but then it pops up. You promised you wouldn’t go away again, she writes. A sharp pain pokes me in the ribs. She adds, Dad says you’re never coming back.

This hurts me more than anything. If my father didn’t speak to me ever again, I’d get over it. I might even be relieved. But I hate that this affects Astrid. She doesn’t deserve this.

I’m sorry, I write, and have to sniffle back my tears. I’m staying at the beach if they’ll let you come see me tomorrow.

Okay, she answers. I think we both know that our father won’t let her. And our mother, who knows what she’s thinking right now? She’s probably having a drink, pretending it’s just any other day. And that definitely hurts worse than a double black eye.

I put my phone away and walk out into Noa’s house. It’s been years since I’ve been inside here, always struck by how comfortable it is. Atmospheric and messy—in the best way. It’s like a clutter of love.

Noa stands up from the couch and motions to the blanket and pillow she’d brought out for me. Behind her, a box flashes with red lights and muffled static, boat radios calling in coordinates. On the desk is a stack of papers and notebooks with little tabs sticking out. I know she’s doing all this herself. I know she has the whole world on her shoulders right now, and here I am, making it even heavier.

We had called Tech and Shawn to fill them in on my father’s involvement, the men with guns, and Noa’s suspicions that Alessandro Mancini is looking to blame us for the murder. We all agreed to meet tomorrow to figure out a game plan. For now, I just want to rest my face.

“We should put a steak on that eye,” she says, motioning to me as I walk in.

I furrow my brow, which really hurts. “Do you have steak?” I ask.

She laughs. “No, but I have popsicles. Purple or orange?” she asks.

“Let’s stay away from purple for now,” I murmur.

“Here, sit down,” Noa says, making room for me on the couch. When I sit, it’s comfy, the sort of well-worn sofa you sink into and have to catch yourself. This little house exudes warmth and love. Family photos line the wall almost haphazardly, and I can see Noa’s entire family at various stages of their lives. The only family photo up in our house is a posed one over the fireplace that my mother had commissioned. It may as well be AI generated—we’ve all been smoothed and depixelated enough to make our faces look like Play-Doh.

And there on a bookshelf, in a small wooden frame, is a photo of Noa sitting on the dock. She’s fifteen, holding a fishing pole in one hand while shading her eyes from the sun with the other. Next to her, grinning madly and all skinny and suntanned… is me. Gazing at her adoringly.

Well, damn. It aches—but not really in a bad way. Nostalgia, a reminder. That photo, the life back then—we had everything we needed. We had the days and nights. We had the beach and sea. But mostly, we found peace in each other. What I wouldn’t do to find that peace again.

There is the sound of an icemaker, little cracks as a few cubes hit the floor, and then Noa comes back in with a washcloth swollen with ice. “Sorry, out of orange popsicles,” she says. “Here, put this on your face.”

She drops down next to me, knocking me into her before I can straighten. I tip my head back on the top of the cushion as she helps place the washcloth on my eye. I wince at the contact.

We’re quiet for a minute, but I can feel her watching me, even with my eyes closed. I smile. “What?” I ask.

“How good did it feel to hit Matteo?” she asks. “I bet it felt so good.”

“It actually felt great,” I tell her. She nods along emphatically, as if trying to imagine it.

“Why did you hit him?” she asks. “I think I know why you fought him,” she clarifies, “but what did he say to make you punch him in the first place?”

“Does it matter?” I ask. When she doesn’t answer, I know that it does. “He said something about how I should get in line.”

“About me?” She tries to laugh it off, but I can hear there is real pain there. “What a joke. Honestly, I wish I never talked to him in the first place.”

“Not that it’s any of my business,” I say, “but how did the two of you become a thing?”

“I meant it when I said it wasn’t that serious,” she explains, exhaling. “He had great timing—for him. For me? Not so much. I was still getting over you, and… my mom just died. I was lonely. And I was all alone.”

For my part in that, I feel absolutely horrible. She should have never been alone.

“I wanted to feel normal again,” she continues. “And at first, it was kind of nice to have someone to talk to. Someone who didn’t really know me, didn’t feel sorry for me. But… then I overheard Matteo talking to his father.” She rolls her eyes. “The typical class-war, slut-shaming bullshit. So I ended things real quick.”

“I’m sorry that happened,” I say, but she shrugs it off.

“He’s the one who can’t seem to get over it,” she says. “And honestly, I barely had time to think about it. Because right after, Ellis left. The Shack started going under.” She groans, leaning her head back on the couch to stare at the ceiling. “The last two years have just been a perfect storm of shit,” she says. “It’s like everything fell apart after you.”

To this, I can relate. I look again at the picture of us on the dock.

“I haven’t been happy since that last night I was with you,” I admit, studying our photo. “That was the last time I felt like anything mattered. Including myself.”

Noa sighs, and then she shifts to lean her head on my shoulder. I rest my cheek on the top of her head.

“I’m sorry,” I murmur. “I’m sorry for everything I put you through.”

“I know you are, Jamie,” she replies.

We stay like this for a while, just the two of us. No television, no music. Just the comfort of being next to each other.

When her fingers slowly start to trace over my hand, the small cuts on my knuckles from the fight, I close my eyes. Her touch is tender, loving.

“I’m still not over you,” she whispers quietly, and I feel myself smile.

“Good,” I say. She laughs softly, and then buries her face in my neck, embarrassed.

When I look down at her, she gazes up at me with those gorgeous eyes. Her cheeks flushed. I lick my lips, and she smiles slowly. And when she kisses me, my entire body reacts and I gather her up.

And it’s not slow or tentative. It’s our lips and our tongues; it’s years of silence and regret and missing each other so bad that it hurts. Her fingers knot in the front my shirt, pulling me closer still, as my hand slides up her thigh.

“Noa,” I murmur against her mouth like I’m going to lose myself.

Then she’s kissing me again, breathing in small gasps as our bodies tangle together like we can’t get enough. She is perfection. She is desire. She is summer.

And then, our kisses become deeper. More certain. Like we’ve finally both accepted that this is it. This is how it’s supposed to be, no matter how much I’ve fucked it up in the past. We were always going to end up here, together.

In this moment, I am hers. I always have been.

And just as I lay her back on the sofa, there is a sharp knock at the kitchen door.

Startled, we quickly pull apart, the spell broken. Noa slips out from underneath me, getting to her feet as she adjusts her clothes. She touches her lips, as if she can still feel me. Then, as if just remembering I’m still here, she looks over, wide-eyed.

I’m a bit out of breath, my heart still pounding wildly as I watch her. I try to think of something funny to say… but instead, I just smile. She matches it, even if she looks slightly embarrassed.

“That was dangerous,” she says, pointing at me, and then starts for the door.

We’re past dangerous. I don’t think either of us can go back to pretending now.

I rest into the couch, smiling and waiting for my blood pressure to come down.

There’s another sharp knock followed by the sound of Tech’s voice. I laugh, a bit annoyed that he’s the reason for the interruption.

As Noa dashes through the kitchen to answer the door, I press the ice to my eye, wincing again.

There is the sound of a lock turning and then Noa says, “What the hell?”

“Why is the door locked?” I hear Tech say. “You never…” But as he enters the living room and sees me on the couch, he pauses. “Never mind,” he says, shaking his head. “I don’t want to know.” He spins back to Noa. “We have to go,” he says.

“Go where?” she asks, putting her hand on her hip. “We’re supposed to be lying low.”

“We need to go to Naples.”

Noa’s lips downturn. “Tonight? Why would we go to Naples?”

“Okay, hear me out,” Tech says, as if he’d been prepared for this conversation. He walks farther into the room and takes a seat in the chair across from me. “When I was going through the letters from Florence’s room, there was one that didn’t fit. No name, scratchy writing—not hers, from what I can tell. Most of the ink had faded, but what was there talked about going to Naples later that year, before she got married off. And that was the term, ‘married off.’ Kind of negative, right?”

“Definitely,” Noa says, leaning in to listen.

“The letter wasn’t signed, so I had no idea who it could be from,” he says. “Then my grandma comes into the kitchen, sees me searching through old papers. She asks what I’m doing, and I’m not going to lie to my grandma. I tell her I’m looking into what happened to Uncle Gabriel. You know what she did?” Tech asks. “She left the room and came back with a big manilla envelope. Then she dumped out twenty to thirty postcards, all unsigned. All from Naples. She said, ‘If you find him, tell him we’re having dinner on Sunday at four.’ And then she walked out.”

“Wait, find him?” Noa says. “So your grandma thinks Gabriel is still alive?”

“Seems so,” Tech says. “Up until now, the topic of my uncle has been off-limits or nonspecific. But suddenly, my grandmother comes in and drops this bomb like a badass.”

Tech reaches into his pocket and takes out a postcard, the edges slightly frayed. He hands it to Noa, who reads it first, seeming confused. She passes it to me.

The picture is of a pier with the word “Naples” written above it. Who sends a postcard from Naples, Florida, I’m not sure. I turn it over and it reads simply: Safe travels.

I hand it back to Tech, who takes it protectively.

“All the postcards say the same thing,” he says. “Nothing extra, nothing missing—although the postcard pictures change. Well,” Tech says, nodding, “I think you can guess where this is going.”

“Not really,” Noa says, confused.

But it clicks for me suddenly. “It’s a match,” I say, looking at Tech. He grins.

“You’re good,” he replies. “Yes, the handwriting on these postcards matches the letter written to Florence. It’s definitely the same person, not to mention, who the hell else talks about Naples so much?”

“You think your uncle knew Florence?” I ask.

He wags the postcard. “I don’t know for sure,” he says, “but if these postcards are from him to my grandmother, then yeah—I think he and Flo had some history.”

“So how do we find him?” Noa asks.

“Well,” Tech says, sighing heavily. “The postcards stopped arriving about a year ago and they didn’t have return addresses anyway. But as it turns out, I have a great-aunt who lived on Keewaydin Island, accessible only by boat. It’s not far from Naples. Now, what’s strange is that no one in my family has spoken to her in decades.”

“Families sometimes lose contact,” Noa says, a twinge of sadness in her voice.

Tech presses his lips together sympathetically, but then stands up to let us know he’s serious. “That part of my family went silent just after the tragedy at the Starline,” he says. “Seems like a big coincidence. And now I’ve got her address on the island—she’s in her eighties, but from what I hear, she’s a spitfire. We’re going to talk with her.”

Noa stands up, energized. “If Gabriel’s alive,” she says, smiling for the first time, “we end the curse of the Starline Hotel. We get him back, telling the truth. And once that’s broken wide open, we should be able to figure out what happened to Felix.”

Tech nods, meeting her in the middle of the room to give her a hug. I hope it’s true. I can’t imagine having to live with that kind of family guilt for your whole life. A judgment that you’re completely innocent of.

“Now,” Tech says, pulling back and turning to me. “We need a boat.”

To this, I deflate and sit back into the couch. “That… is going to be a problem.”

“Why?” Tech asks.

“Before my father confessed to being an accessory to murder…” I tell him, and he widens his eyes. “He took my boat. In the grand scheme of things, it’s not the worst thing that’s happened to me today, but it has left me boatless. I’m sorry.”

Noa tilts her head. “Not exactly,” she says.

“Not exactly what?” I reply. “Why do you look so shifty right now?”

She grins. “Well, your dad didn’t remove it from our dock, at least not yet. He just took you off as an authorized user. But… we have a spare key.”

Tech looks at me to see if I’m in. Honestly, it’s a good lead. I nod, and Tech slaps his hands together.

“Sounds like a plan,” he says. “Shawn’s already on her way in. Should we load up?” He waits for me to decide, including me in their group. And damn, it feels pretty good to be back.

Still, I look at Noa. “I’m not getting pizza or wings tonight, am I?” I ask. She laughs, shaking her head no. I sigh, standing up.

“Fine,” I tell them. “Let’s go steal my boat back.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

—NOA

Just inside the Surf Shack office is the key box, and I pluck off the key ring for the Sweet Caroline. I hand it to Jamie, and he glances at it as if he’s just found his lost puppy. And I can’t help it—I wish I could kiss him again. That moment was… well, it was everything.

An ending to the past. A step into the future.

For the first time in a while, there wasn’t pain hiding just below the surface. There was us. Simply us. And, of course, his lips, because he’s still the fucking best at that.

“We’ve got to go,” I say, grabbing his hand to pull him out into the fading sunlight.

“I brought some snacks,” Shawn announces as she arrives at the dock. She has a piece of licorice between her teeth, and she tugs on the red candy until it snaps. She nods to Jamie. “Nice to see you, Captain,” she tells him.

“You, too,” he replies. “And thanks again for bailing me out.”

She grins. “Not me,” she says. “You can thank one of your own for that.”

Jamie looks confused, as we haven’t had time to discuss the Jordan situation with him yet. Actually, we have a lot to stay about Jordan, but for now, we have to get moving.

Tech walks up, putting his arms around both of them. “Let’s go before the boss gets back,” he says, motioning to my father out on The Tarpon.

He’s been at it for a while, cleaning out some of the gear. I’m sure my father has heard about the fight at the resort by now, but I also think he’s avoiding me. He has been since the detectives came by to talk about my brother. Or maybe I’m the one avoiding him.

We all get in Jamie’s boat, our course plotted for Keewaydin Island. As we push away from the dock, I see Jamie looking up at the resort, as if waiting for someone. He doesn’t look scared; he looks sad. Like he’s hoping someone will eventually come looking for him.

In a way, I hope they do, just so he can feel vindicated. But either way, he deserves better than how his parents have treated him. And I don’t have to tell him that.

The sun has long set by the time we reach Naples, the sky still holding hints of an orange-and-yellow glow on the horizon. I stand next to Jamie, the boat gliding slowly this close to the shallows. He leans into me and we watch the sky, contented by it. Peaceful, despite everything going on in our lives.

Jamie glances down at me, a flash of attraction in his eyes. Confidence. “Do we need to talk about earlier?” he asks.

I bite back my smile. “I’m good. Do you need to talk about it?”

“Oh, no. I think I was pretty clear.”

I laugh, getting on my tiptoes as I put my hand on his chest to move closer. “You definitely were,” I murmur as he leans down to kiss me.

“Ah, so we’re doing this again?” Shawn calls to us from across the boat.

“We are so surprised,” Tech responds flatly.

“Shocked,” Shawn adds.

Both Jamie and I laugh, and he gives me another quick kiss before focusing again on the water. I wrap my arm around his, leaning into him as we head toward Keewaydin Island. The wind in our hair. The past behind us.

It’s just after nine p.m. when we arrive at the dock.

“You said your great-aunt is, like, eighty years old?” Jamie asks Tech as he ties off the boat. “Do you think she’ll be up this late?”

“I’ve never met her,” Tech says. “But if she’s anything like my grandma, I’m sure she’s still up watching her shows. I’m thinking we walk by her place and see if the lights are on. Otherwise, maybe we stay the night on the boat and visit in the morning.”

Keewaydin Island is very small, about eight miles. Luckily for us, the dock is only a few blocks from Tech’s great-aunt’s home. As we approach the property, I’m struck by its charm.

Compared to some of the large, grand-scale homes, this is a modest ranch. Beautiful, exotic plants line the small porch, two rocking chairs set there. It’s relaxing. Serene.

There is a light on in the living room, the glow of the TV reflected in the window.

“Someone’s awake,” Shawn says. We all look around at one another, debating what to do. It’s Tech who makes the first more.

He starts up the paved walkway and climbs the porch. We all follow him, but hang back a little. We don’t want to overwhelm the older woman when she opens the door.

Tech knocks, looking nervous. I’m nervous too. We really shouldn’t be bothering her this late. Just then, a woman answers the door, but it’s not who we’re looking for. She’s too young, around the same age as my father.

She stands on the doorstep, looking us over before pausing on Tech. There is a hint of recognition in her expression. “Can I help you?” she asks him.

“Oh, uh…” Tech starts. “I’m sorry. I’m looking for Gloria Mendez. She is—”

“I knew it,” she breathes out, sounding relieved as she presses her hand to her chest. Her eyes grow misty as she gazes at Tech. She offers a watery smile. “You look a lot like him, you know?”

“Uncle Gabriel?” Tech asks, and I can tell it makes him proud.

She nods. “My cousin always knew someone would show up eventually,” she says. “I’m Ariel. Now, come in. We have a lot to talk about.”

I think we’re all stunned, but regardless, we walk inside Ariel’s house.

I’m nervous as I shift my gaze around. She’s there alone, the TV volume blasting until she turns it off. There is a half-empty bowl of popcorn on the coffee table and a glass of iced tea sweating on a coaster. It’s a modest but comfortable home. Familiar, in a way that reminds me that they’re Chasers.

“Let’s go into the kitchen,” she says. “There’s more room there.”

We walk in and take a seat at the table, all of us a bit skittish. We definitely thought we would need to talk our way inside. We’re quiet as Ariel gets us all some water, iced tea for Shawn, and then she sets a bag of chocolate chip cookies in the center of the table. When she sits down, I’m slightly more at ease, but still very confused.

“I’m sorry,” I say, speaking up. “How did you know Tech would come here?”

“I didn’t know it would be Tech, necessarily,” she says. “But someone. Gabriel always believed someone from his family would come to find him.”

“Where is he?” Tech asks, smiling. “I’d love to finally meet him.”

Ariel wilts. “I’m so sorry,” she says gently. “He… sadly, he died just over a year ago.”

Shawn gasps, and Jamie looks down at the table. I immediately turn to Tech and watch as his smile slowly fades. My heart aches for him. He was so close to finding his uncle. I reach to put my hand over his, and he squeezes it before letting me go.

“How did…?” he starts, but has to clear his throat before continuing. “How did he end up here? On this island. And where is my great-aunt?”

“My mother passed away several years ago,” Ariel says. “But… Gabriel came to live with us almost forty years ago. We took him in, hid him for a while. When the dust settled, he was able to start working odd jobs around the island. Everyone here knows him as Gabe. We supported my mother, helped keep her house. I’m sad that he’s gone,” she adds. “He was more than a cousin—he was my best friend.”

Tech listens, but his eyes are searching around like he’s thinking. Like he’s not sure what to believe.

“If he was here all this time, why didn’t he ever call his sister?” Tech asks. “His mother? I mean, Grandma waited for him.”

Ariel laughs softly. “Your grandmother is the one who sent him here,” she says. “She helped him leave, and in return, he stayed away to protect her. To protect our whole family.”

“I don’t understand,” Tech says. “How was he protecting us? He should have come back to clear his name. Told the truth about what happened at the Starline Hotel.”

“He couldn’t,” Ariel says. “These people… understand that these were bad people. They would have killed him, Tech. Maybe even our whole family.”

The idea is horrific, even after what we’ve seen. And my mind turns to Felix. He had found the Starline Hotel—he was there, at some point. Did he threaten to tell someone? Is that why they killed him?

“I know this is a lot to take in,” Ariel says, reaching to put her hand over Tech’s. “And I’m sorry he’s not here to tell you himself. But… he did write it all down.”

Tech straightens up, and I exchange a look with Shawn. I’m not sure what exactly Ariel knows, but maybe this is the information we came looking for.

“What did he write?” Tech asks.

“Everything,” Ariel says with a shrug. “The details about that night, about Florence Marsten. He was sure there would come a time for the truth. Obviously, we had hoped it would have been sooner, but… he hoped right up until the end.”

“Couldn’t he have told a reporter?” Jamie asks, cutting in. “Since he was out of Cape Hope, wasn’t there someone he could tell?”

Ariel presses her lips together as she shakes her head. “You’ve got to understand,” she says, and then looks back at Tech, “forty years on the run is traumatizing. Always looking over your shoulder. Wondering if anyone will recognize you.” She quiets. “Gabe was very nervous around strangers for that reason. Eventually, it got bad. So he started writing.”

This is heartbreaking. At first, I thought Gabriel had found something peaceful. Although I’m happy he had his cousin, the shadow of the Starline was always looming over him.

“In his last days,” Ariel says carefully, “he asked me to share the story with whoever came to find him.” She sniffles, her eyes glassy under the kitchen light. “And to let you know that he had a good life. It was hard, but it was good.”

Tech sits back in the chair, and when he blinks, a tear drips on his cheek. He quickly wipes it away.

“I’m sorry it took us so long to find him,” Tech says after a moment. “But I’m here now. I’m ready to hear his story.”

She smiles at this and glances around at us. I can see her pride, her love for her cousin. “I’ll go get his journal,” Ariel says, and leaves the room.

When she’s gone, Tech puts his head down on the table, seemingly overwhelmed. Jamie claps him on the shoulder, squeezing it to let him know that we’re all here for him. I can’t imagine his disappointment. All this time, we were so close to Gabriel—close to the truth.

Ariel comes back into the room and hands the journal directly to Tech. She sits down, and then, as if she already knows all the words by heart, she begins telling us the story.

“Gabriel wasn’t responsible for Florence Marston’s death,” Ariel says, as if we all agree on that point. “In fact, he was in love with her. And she loved him back. I have her letters. They had planned to run away to Naples together, but then Florence’s fiancé found out.”

“Alessandro Mancini,” I say, and she nods.

“But Gabe and Florence weren’t going to let him stop them,” Ariel continues. “It was Florence’s idea to stay at the Starline Hotel that night. Gabe was scheduled to work, and Alex was supposed to be in New York. The plan was for Gabe to take a boat, the two of them escaping into the night without any explanation, never looking back.”

“But that didn’t happen,” Tech says.

“No,” Ariel says. “Gabe was going to meet Florence in his staff room at midnight, and then they would leave together. The hotel was quiet as he made his way toward the lobby, excited. Nervous. However, the door to the staff hallway was inexplicably locked. He tried his key, but the door had been jammed. Florence was on the other side, but she wouldn’t answer. That’s when he noticed a small bit of smoke seeping from underneath. Terrified, he banged his shoulder into the door, trying to get it open. Suddenly, Gabriel was struck hard from behind.”

Smoke? I’m confused. Was there an actual fire at the Starline Hotel? I look at Tech, but he’s listening intently to Ariel’s story.

“When Gabe came to again,” she continues, “his coworker had dragged him to the service entrance. He said there had been a fire in one of the staff rooms, in his room, and that Florence was dead. He told him that two of the guests had accused him starting it… killing Florence in the process.”

“So there was a fire?” I ask out loud. “Because we didn’t…” I stop before continuing. Even here, I’m not sure it’s safe to say that we found the Starline Hotel. That we’ve actually been inside there.

“A small fire,” she allows. “From what Gabe was told, it was in the back of the hotel—localized to just his room.”

“Someone was trying to kill him,” Tech says.

“Or her,” Shawn adds.

Ariel nods at them. “Perhaps both. And in a way, it worked. Neither Gabe nor Florence ever went home again.”

“I still don’t understand,” Jamie says. “How did they get everyone to leave? To stay quiet?”

“It was late at night and the guests smelled the smoke,” Ariel says, like it’s simple. “They heard that a young, prominent woman was dead. People panicked. And as the owners got those guests safely off the island, it came with a warning. A warning to stay quiet. To walk away. Most weren’t really in a place to argue—after all, the Starline had been keeping their secrets for years. It was easy to blackmail the Collective. For the Chasers, well—many didn’t want to get involved. Call it fear, call it cowardice, call it self-preservation. Eventually, time passed and people wanted to forget.”

Jamie looks down at his hands, thinking this over. I’m reminded that in the rooms at the Starline, people’s bags were left behind. It makes sense that they left in the middle of the night, frightened. And I’m not going to judge them for not going back. I don’t know what they went through.

“So what happened to Florence?” Tech asks. “Was it an accident?”

Ariel hums out a sound, noncommittal. “Well, someone started that fire. But… no one saw Alex there that night. And back in Cape Hope, the story had already circulated. The family was told that Florence died in a fire, burned to ashes alongside the Starline Hotel. They blamed Gabriel Mendez, local dock worker. And no one denied it.”

“And he came here,” Tech says. “Far enough to hide, but not too far away from his family.”

“Exactly,” Ariel says. “He kept up on the coverage, but just as quickly as it was mentioned, it was gone. The story. The hotel. The island. You see, shortly after the fire, the town council began passing all sorts of flood controls and water diversions. Hundreds of them.” She nods to accentuate how strange it is. “By the next year, half the Everglades had been dredged, the water rerouted. And with it… Rum Runner Island disappeared.”

“And that’s why no one found the Starline again,” I say, turning to Tech. “You were right. They changed the waterways.”

He nods, neither of us acknowledging that we’d been there. I turn back to Ariel.

“And no one ever accused Alessandro Mancini of killing his fiancé?” I ask, incredulous. “It’s always the husband, or in this case, the fiancé.”

“Of course not,” Ariel says. “This is the Mancini family we’re talking about.”

“Yeah,” Jamie says, “but back then, they didn’t have a lot money. They had nothing.”

“That’s not entirely true,” Ariel says. “Maybe in polite company, but every adult in Cape Hope knows about the Mancini family. They owned the Starline Hotel, off the books, of course. On paper? They didn’t look like much. But then they got the life insurance policy,” Ariel says, like it’s obvious.

“The what?” Tech asks, and sits up a little straighter. I look at Shawn and she widens her eyes, as if it all suddenly makes sense.

“Yes,” Ariel says, looking around. “Florence had a massive life insurance policy, paid out to her new fiancé as part of their prenup. It was worth about ten million at the time.”

“Holy shit,” I murmur. “That’s a lot of money. Was that standard?”

“For her family, yes,” Ariel says. “But to be paid to the fiancé—unusual. And Gabe thought maybe that was too much of a coincidence. He always thought Alex was guilty, but whether he started that fire to stop Florence from leaving him or to collect the money, we just don’t know. Either way, he got paid. He used that insurance money to help fund the Augustus Resort along with Florence’s parents. He became head of the city council. Alex Mancini is still intimidating the people of Cape Hope. Some things never change.”

“They’re buying up all the property,” I tell her. “They’re about to take our house and our business, too. They even have politicians on their side.”

“In their pocket,” she says to clarify. “They got those people elected, and over the years, they’ve only gotten stronger. Many of my friends from Cape Hope left because of the threats of financial ruin. It runs deep,” she adds. “And it’s not just threats. Not after what happened to my friend Gina Tamayo. She tried to write a story to pique public interest, get more exposure for the case.”

“I read that piece,” Jamie says. “It was one of the only stories out there.”

“Because she was killed shortly after. An accident, of course,” she adds sarcastically. “Her motorcycle wiped out near the bridge. No mention of the tire marks that pushed her off the road. The quick cremation. It was murder.” She shakes her head. “Even now, I’m not sure if I’m doing the right thing telling you about this. I’m not worried about me, but I am worried about what could happen if you move forward with this information. I can’t protect you, Tech,” she tells him. “Any of you. I’m not sure the truth can protect you either.”

“So what do we do?” I ask her, disheartened. “They killed someone else—a friend of mine. I think it’s possible Mancini had him killed and left him in the marsh. And they’ve already started covering it up. There’s a chance they’ll need another scapegoat, and I’m scared it’s going to be one of us. How do we stop them? How do we fight back?”

She presses her lips together sadly. “I wish I knew the answer. But now”—she motions to the journal—“now you know the truth about Gabriel. At least I gave him that in the end.”

Ariel’s phone vibrates and she glances down at it. “I’m sorry,” she says distractedly. “It’s my boyfriend, and… he doesn’t know about any of this, not even who Gabe really was.” She shrugs. “I’m sorry, but—”

“We’ll go,” Tech says, standing up. He holds the journal close to him. “But thank you for this, Ariel. By the way… Grandma says dinner is at four on Sunday, if you want to join us. I hope you will. It’s time for the family to get back together.”

The offer seems to hit Ariel in the heart. Her eyes well up before she sniffles and looks away. When the moment passes, she comes over to give us each a hug goodbye. She pauses at Jamie, tilting his head to look at his black eye.

“You look like hell, kid,” she tells him. “Now, stay out of trouble.” Then she gives him a big squeeze.

Ariel waits in the doorway as we leave, and I hear the soft click of the door behind us once we’re on the street.

We head toward the dock, but none of us says anything at first.

It’s funny how life can be a mix of relief and hopelessness. We’ve nearly solved this entire mystery, and yet justice seems further away than ever. We have no proof about what happened to Florence, and even if we did, it doesn’t seem like anyone in Cape Hope would listen to us.

I understand why Gabriel left town. He didn’t stand a chance. The question I have now is how Felix got mixed up in all this. Because the prime suspect… is his own uncle, Alessandro Mancini.

As we approach the dock, my mind is reeling. I step in front of the group and hold up my hands to stop them. Tech keeps the journal clutched to his chest.

“We need to make a plan,” I say. “There has to be someone in Cape Hope we can trust. Someone who can help us get the last pieces of this puzzle.”

“I can’t believe I’m going to say this,” Shawn says on an exhale, “but what about Sheriff Castillo?”

I don’t answer right away, and my hesitance scares me. He is my uncle. I’ve known him my whole life. But right now… I don’t think I can trust him. Watching me, Shawn nods as if she can read my answer without me having to say it out loud.

“The only person I trust right now is my mother,” Tech says, shaking his head. “It seems that everyone else in Cape Hope has an agenda. We’ll have to—”

He stops talking, staring over my shoulder toward the dock. We all turn and see movement next to Jamie’s boat. It’s after ten p.m. No one on this quiet island would be out walking around.

Two figures appear, loitering like they’re waiting for us. The taller man crosses his arms over his chest. I shift on my feet, shocked that I recognize them.

“Those are the detectives,” I say, my heart racing. “They’re the ones who asked me if Ellis was back in Cape Hope.” I spin to look at Tech. “What if they found him?”

He smiles fast, a flash of hope. Ellis would be someone we can trust.

“Detectives?” Jamie repeats darkly, stepping forward. “No, those are the guys from earlier—my father’s associates. Those are the assholes who tried to kill me!”

I turn to Jamie, my eyes wide. I look back at the men, seeing they are waiting to meet us next to the water.

My heart deflates as my earlier hope turns to fear.





CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

—JAMIE

They must have been watching my boat. I don’t know if that was at my father’s directive or their own vendetta. It’s sickening that I don’t know if my own father wants me dead. Either way, I do know that these men are here for me. And considering they were posing as detectives in public, they’re not worried about being low-key.

“I’ll go talk to them,” I say, starting forward.

“Hold on, tough guy,” Shawn says, putting her hand on my chest. “We don’t know what they want.”

“Huddle up,” Tech says, turning his back to the dock. We circle around him. “Shawn…” He hands her the journal. “I need you to keep this safe. Let’s try to save whatever evidence we can. It’s entirely possible, and probably likely, these guys are going to rob us. They’ll want to know what we found.”

Shawn puts the journal into her snack backpack, adjusting the weight of her bag on her shoulders.

“What about my brother?” Noa asks. “Why have they been looking for Ellis?”

Tech shakes his head. “I don’t know yet,” he replies. “But let’s not antagonize them. We want to get out of here with as little trouble as possible.”

“And what if they’re here to kill Jamie?” Shawn asks, and then winces an apology at me.

“She has a point,” I say to Tech, anxiety tightening in my gut. “We could go back to your cousin’s house and have her call the cops.”

“I would never put her in that kind of danger,” he replies instantly. “And we can’t just call the cops. Not only did you steal your boat, the cops we call might be working for the Mancini family.”

We all pause, trying to think of a way out.

“Let’s focus,” Tech says after a moment, shaking his head. “We can talk our way out of this. Now, what are we doing on this island?”

“Joyride,” I say. “I’m pissed at my dad, so I stole my boat and took off with my friends…” I roll out my hand to let them know the basic direction I’m going with our excuse.

“Good enough,” Tech says to all of us. “Just play along—whatever we have to do to get out of here. Nothing is worth our lives, got it?”

“Got it,” we all repeat.

I step out to the front and lead the way toward the dock. As they see us approach, the taller man knocks his elbow into the other one. Both turn to face us.

“I’m starting to think you guys are obsessed with me,” I tell them, trying to sound obnoxious. Like someone they don’t need to worry about. “It’s honestly getting weird,” I add, stepping onto the dock. “Should I tell my dad about this?”

The short guy laughs. “Yeah, I’m sure your dad will give a shit. He clearly hates you, kid. Now, why don’t you tell us what you’re doing here.”

“Like you said,” I tell them. “My dad hates me. Might as well steal my boat back and go for a ride. I’m sure you can understand.”

“Nice try,” the short one says. “We know you’re here about the hotel.”

“What hotel are you—” I start to say when Noa suddenly appears next to me.

“What does any of this have to do with my brother?” she demands, angry and off script. “You said you were detectives. You were looking for Ellis. Why?”

The taller guy smiles at her. “Help us find him and we’ll let you know.”

Noa takes a step toward them, and I grab her quickly around the waist to pull her back. Her temper has certainly compromised our situation, and behind me, Shawn and Tech move closer.

The tall guy comes over to grip Noa’s chin, as if he’s about to scold her, and I quickly push him hard in the chest. In a flash, he grabs my arm to spin me around, holding it painfully behind my back. I cry out, but then try to keep my composure as I’m facing my friends.

The short guy goes over to grab Shawn’s backpack, ripping it off her shoulder. She falls back against Tech. I struggle to get free, but the tall guy holds me firm. I dart my eyes to Noa, tortured by how scared she looks. Both for us, and her brother. Up until now, she had no idea the detectives who talked to her were likely murderers.

The short guy tears through the backpack, tossing aside Shawn’s candy and various cords and charger. He finds the journal and holds it up to the other guy. “Bingo,” he says. “This looks promising.” He looks at Tech. “A little note from your uncle?”

“How did you know about him?” Tech asks, surprised.

“About Gabe?” the man asks, tucking the journal under his arm. “Seems in his last days he’d tried to message someone at the Augustus Resort. Said he had proof about the Starline Hotel. Well,” the guy laughs. “Any stories like that are directed to our security team. Then Mr. Mancini handles them as he sees fit.”

I wonder how many people have been killed in connection with that damn hotel. Florence, Felix, the reporter—how many more? How many has my father dealt with personally?

“Well, there you go,” Tech says, pointing at the journal. “We didn’t even have time to read it. So whatever’s in there, it’s yours now.”

“That’s generous of you,” the short guy says. “But… I mean, how likely are you to keep your mouths shut?” He motions to me. “Matthews’s own kid couldn’t stay out of it. Doubtful a bunch of Chasers will keep their word.”

The guy reaches into his waistband, but before he can pull out a gun, I draw back against his friend and kick the short guy as hard as I can in the back. The force of it launches him hard onto the dock—the journal landing on the planks next to him. As he moans in pain, the tall guy’s grip loosens, and I quickly pull away.

Immediately, Shawn rushes over to scoop up the journal and her backpack as Noa runs past her to untie the boat from the dock. Tech and I grab the taller guy, two on one, and toss him over the side into the water.

“Come on,” Noa calls, waving us forward.

We run for it, and once we’re all on board, I quickly start the boat engine and throttle it. I tell the others to stay down—just in case the men take another shot at us—as the boat tears away from the dock. And when it feels like a safe enough distance, I look back to see if they’re following us. I don’t see any lights heading in our direction. Luckily, we got a good head start.

With our adrenaline pumping, we head back to Cape Hope, knowing we’ll have to figure out what to do next. They’re onto us now, and it’s only a matter of time before they come straight for us.

Shawn looks back, watching for the two men. “What if they catch up to us?” she asks, swinging around to face us.

“I have an idea,” Tech says, taking out his phone. He dials and brings the phone to his ear. “Yes,” he says, after a moment. “I’d like to report a potential piracy. Yes, the men are armed.” He then goes on to describe the men and their boat. When he turns back around a few minutes later, he shrugs. “It’s good to have the coast guard on speed dial,” he tells us. “That should keep them busy answering questions for a while.”



When we arrive back at Paradise Beach, we dock my boat and meet next to the Surf Shack to talk, the world around us dark and quiet while the resort shines brightly above us on the hill.

“We need proof,” Tech says, pacing in the sand. “Indisputable proof that doesn’t rely on word of mouth. On top of that, we need to know who else is on the Mancini payroll. It’s the only way to figure out who we can trust.”

“How do we do that?” I ask. “Trust me—he keeps his secrets locked up tight.”

“Is there any way to get a peek at his files?” he asks me. “Any software you could use?”

Now, that’s an interesting idea. “Possibly,” I say, thinking on it. I wince. “But I would need access to his computer first. Any ideas on how to break into Alessandro Mancini’s office?” I laugh, but I see them considering the options. “I’m joking,” I clarify. “Even if I could get through my father’s security protocols, I’m banned from the resort.”

“Actually, I might have something,” Shawn says, tilting her head. “Tomorrow night is the Augustus Annual Gala. Nina’s working the event, and I think I can get us into the resort. All of the guests will be in the ballroom. Everyone. We can use that time to get into Mancini’s office.”

“Even if you got us into the party,” Tech says, “how would we access his private office?”

Noa holds up her hand, like she has an idea. “What about Matteo?” she says. “He’s been trying to talk to me… maybe we let that happen.”

I scrunch up my face, but the others join in.

“You can go with him to the gala,” Shawn says, but Noa quickly shakes her head.

“He would never,” she says. “That’s too public for him to be seen with a Chaser. But, Shawn, if you can get him outside on the terrace, I could try to talk with him there.”

I’ll admit, I absolutely hate this idea, but that doesn’t mean I think Noa is wrong. Matteo should be able to get into his father’s office without arousing too much suspicion. Now… if he’d actually want to help us do that is another question.

“What are you going to say to him?” I ask Noa. “Considering what I know about him, which is all terrible, by the way…” The others nod. “How are you going to convince him to go against his own father?”

She thinks about it for a moment, and then she shrugs like it’s the only answer. “I’ll tell the truth,” she says. “I’ll tell him that his dad might have been behind what happened to Felix, and that we need to find out for sure. Matteo may suck, but he did actually love his cousin.”

We sit with that for a moment. We could try to lie to Matteo, manipulate him into letting us into the office. But right now, this is life-or-death. The worst thing in the world would be to trust the wrong person, but… when I saw Matteo’s eyes in the lobby, when my father was choking me, there was something there. A flash of understanding. The knowledge that we’ve both been raised by monsters.

“It’s worth a try,” I say. “I just need Matteo to get me to that computer. I’ll figure out the rest. But there’s no way they’re going to let me in the front door. My father has a lot of sway, and right now, he’s branded me as worthless.”

“About that,” Shawn says, glancing over at me. “There is one person with more influence than your father.” She smiles. “Better get a tux, Jamie,” she adds. “You’re going to ask my girlfriend on a date.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

—NOA

It’s fair to say that Jamie and I equally hate our plan. First, he’ll have to convince Jordan’s mother to let him back into the resort. Second, I’m about to ruin Matteo’s life, even if it’s by telling him the truth. None of us slept well last night, listening for any sounds of danger. We know it’s only a matter of time before the fake detectives, or even corrupt members of the Collective, come for us—so we have to be ready.

It’s still early as I walk into my living room, Jamie asleep on the couch and curled up with his back to me. I slip into the kitchen to get a cup of coffee. I glance out the window, sighing when I see the gathering storm clouds. It will rain tonight, but at least it won’t be another hurricane. Not yet.

In this weather, the Surf Shack won’t have any customers today. I pour a cup of coffee and walk outside. Although on high alert, we were relieved to learn the fake detectives were detained by the coast guard. Tech sent us all the news alert in the middle of the night. In addition to possessing an unlawful firearm and over thirty thousand in cash, they had drugs on their boat. I’m hoping that means we won’t see them again for a while. At least until Mancini or Jamie’s father gets them freed. We don’t know how far their influence goes with the coast guard.

As I look toward the dock, I find my father sitting in a folding chair, working on his fishing lures. We haven’t really talked in a few days, although I did ask him if Jamie could stay with us. He agreed, although neither of us let him sleep in Ellis’s room. We’ve left it untouched, in case he ever comes back.

I can’t stand the silence between us anymore. I can’t stand the secrets.

A little hesitant, I head down the dock toward my father. When he sees me, his eyes soften and he murmurs, “Good morning.” I sit cross-legged on the wooden slats of the dock next to his chair, almost like I’m a kid again. He’s leaned forward, tying a fuzzy yellow lure onto a fishing hook.

“Is the boy still asleep?” my father asks, concentrating on his small task.

“He is,” I say. “Figured he had a rough day and might need some sleep.”

“He looks like someone beat the hell out of him,” my dad responds. “He the one that had your uncle up at the resort with the ambulance?” When I nod, he does too, as if saying he already figured as much. “I hope you know what you’re doing, Noa.”

“Of course I don’t,” I say easily, and then smile. He sniffs a laugh.

We sit silently for a moment, the sound of waves lapping against the dock, lulling us into a sort of peace.

“I need to tell you something,” I say. My father’s back stiffens slightly, but he just nods for me to continue. “A lot of things, actually.”

“If this is about those detectives,” he says, “I saw it on the news. Besides, I already knew they weren’t who they said they were. I checked up on them after they left. No record of Detective Dickhead or his pal.”

I’m stunned by this revelation. “You knew they lied?” I say. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Figured they wouldn’t come back,” he replies. “They were looking for your brother, and it was pretty clear he hadn’t been here in a while. I didn’t want you to start digging and end up in their crosshairs.”

I stare at the side of my father’s face, watching him concentrate on the lure. All this time, I thought I was keeping secrets from my father. It never occurred to me that he was keeping some of his own.

“Why were they looking for Ellis?” I ask him, my heart thumping.

My father’s hands pause in their work. He doesn’t answer right away. I clutch my coffee cup tighter, waiting. But first he finishes tying off the lure and drops it into the tacklebox. He snaps the plastic bin shut, and then shifts in his chair to face me.

“Because I’ve been trying to bring him home.”

This admission makes no sense. My father doesn’t even talk about Ellis anymore. How… when was he doing this? “I don’t understand,” I tell him. He holds up his hand to tell me to be patient while he explains.

“I’ve made a lot of mistakes,” he starts, his voice heavy. “Right from the start. It’s my fault your brother left in the first place.”

“What do you mean?” I ask.

“After your mother died, I… I wasn’t holding it together well,” he admits. “I let the books get behind; I missed payments. Ellis stepped in to help, starting to manage the finances. He was doing his best, working way harder than he should have. I tried to get a loan, but the bank thought we were a bad bet. They feel the same way about all the locals in Cape Hope. Funny, that.”

He closes his eyes for a moment, and when he looks at me again, he’s apologetic.

“I haven’t been completely honest with you, Noa,” he says, spiking my concern. “It’s not just the easements from the city that are putting us out of business. I made a bad decision, one many of us in town ended up making. I got a loan from Alex Mancini to keep the Shack open.”

“You took money from him?” I ask, shocked.

“I told you it was a bad decision, made in a moment of weakness,” he replies. “And your brother, he tried to explain to me that I screwed up. That Alex would use this to take our business. Ellis told me he had a plan, that he and Felix would talk to Alex and work something out. But then…”

“Then what?” I demand.

“Then your brother left town. Of course, I thought something had happened to him, that Alex had…” He pauses. “But Felix came down here to let me know that Ellis had left willingly, a condition set by Alex. Your brother and his friend had tried to… blackmail him.”

My father is terrified by his own words, and now I’m convinced my brother is dead somewhere in the marsh. I can barely catch my breath. There is no way he could take on Mancini by himself.

“Felix said they eventually came to an arrangement,” he continues. “Ellis would leave Cape Hope, never coming back, and in return Alex wouldn’t take the Surf Shack or call in the loan. Your brother took that deal. He did it to save us.”

“How do you know?” I demand. “Mancini might have—”

“Because Ellis met with your uncle a few weeks later,” he says. “He sat down with the sheriff and hashed out a plan.”

I put my hand on my heart, relieved that my brother is okay, angry at the fact that my uncle knew all this time but made me feel crazy for asking about him.

“What kind of plan?” I ask. “And what was so important that you all left me out of it?”

“Ellis told the sheriff that he had something on Alex Mancini—something big. He told him that he needed time to put it all together, but in the meantime, he asked your uncle to keep you safe. Keep you out of it.”

I sit a moment with that thought. It sounds exactly like something my brother would do. I think back to the time before he left, how I would notice him and Felix taking out The Tarpon, gone until late at night. I look at my father again.

“He was looking for the Starline Hotel,” I say, and my father nods. “He wanted to find out what really happened and expose the lie.”

“Yeah,” my father says with a nod. “While your uncle and I waited for the proof, we tried to figure out the best way to break a story while protecting Ellis and allowing him to come home. Then last week, just before the hurricane, Felix reached out to the sheriff. He said he had everything and would meet us the next day. Only… he never showed up.”

I am brokenhearted. Felix was trying to help our family. The family he was truly part of. “But they killed him,” I say, fighting back tears.

“We thought silence was protecting them,” my father whispers. He starts to cry. “But… it has never protected anyone.”

I watch as my father breaks down, blaming himself for Felix’s death, for my brother leaving—for so many things, I’m sure. Although I’m angry with him for not doing more, there is one man pulling the strings. There is one person who has to be taken down if any of us on Cape Hope are ever going to be free.

“When’s the last time you or the sheriff spoke to Ellis?” I ask.

“Your brother hasn’t contacted me since the day he left. As for your uncle, it was a while ago. Ellis had been doing everything through Felix, mostly. We have no idea where your brother is right now, Noa. It’s why we’re still holding on to the secret of the Starline, at least until we know that he’s okay.”

“The Mancinis don’t have him,” I say, sure of it. My father turns to me, tears still wet on his cheeks. “Think about it,” I say. “They sent fake detectives looking for him, probably trying to figure out what you know. So Mancini’s scared,” I say, nodding. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s coming after the business again to draw Ellis out, going back on their deal.”

As my father sits in his chair, he seems relieved as he considers my suggestion. I know that me and the other Chasers are going to be the ones to finish this. Right now, Mancini is wholly fixated on my brother. Even if Jamie’s father knows we’ve been to the Starline Hotel, he’s not threatened by us. That’s his miscalculation.

“I have to go,” I tell my father, standing up. He turns to me, still wanting to apologize, but I quickly stop him. “You and the sheriff need to find Ellis,” I say. “Find him before anyone else does.”

“We will,” he says. He studies me a moment. “Noa, do I want to know what you’re about to do?” he asks.

I shrug. “I’m going to save Cape Hope,” I say, backing up.

My father’s face contorts in confusion, but I turn and walk back to the Surf Shack to wake up Jamie.



Tech and Shawn are stunned silent as I tell them everything. Jamie listens quietly, his eyes fixed on the pavement as we stand outside the work truck in the parking lot. Shawn is in the front seat while Tech leans against the door.

“Ellis was blackmailing the Mancinis,” Tech says. “What the fuck was he thinking?”

“He was trying to help my father,” I say. “And I think both he and Felix wanted to end this war with the Collective. They just… they didn’t know how bad it would turn out.”

“So they found Rum Runner Island first,” Tech replies, “but… they didn’t get the chance to tell anyone. And the sheriff knew about this?”

“I don’t know how much my uncle knew,” I point out. “He did seem genuinely surprised when I told him we’d found the Starline Hotel. He was expecting it from Ellis and Felix, but not us. But yeah, he’s involved pretty deeply.”

Tech rubs his chin while he thinks. “Does your father have any idea where Ellis is now?” he asks.

“No,” I say. “Which is why they haven’t gone public about finding the Starline, just in case… in case Mancini has Ellis stashed away somewhere.”

“My father runs security for the Augustus Resort,” Jamie points out. “But specifically, he seems to be working closely with Mancini. Or at least, covering for him. I imagine that he’s the client my father was cleaning up after.” He winces, not wanting to downplay Felix’s death.

“We need Ellis,” Shawn calls out. “He’s the one tying it all together.”

“My dad and uncle will find him,” I say, although I wish I felt more confident about that. But there is so much new information swirling around in my head. I’m overwhelmed—at the same time, the picture is starting to make sense. All the pieces of the puzzle are there and just waiting to be clicked together.

I look at Shawn. “Did Nina confirm about tonight?” I ask. When she nods, I blow out a cleansing breath, trying to get focused. “Good,” I say. “You get me onto the terrace and lure Matteo outside so I can talk with him. Jamie”—I turn to him, and he’s already grimacing—“you need to call Cecelia Miles and ask for permission to take her daughter to the gala.”

“Jordan says to be extra charming,” Shawn adds. “Tell her you know you messed up, but that you were jealous of Matteo and Jordan’s friendship, or something equally cringy. She thinks her mom will like that angle.”

“Do I have to?” Jamie asks, looking miserable. “Can’t Jordan just ask her mom herself?”

“No,” Shawn says simply. “Now, go be a man and take my girlfriend to the gala.”

“Fine,” he says, grabbing his phone and wandering away for more privacy. When he’s gone, both Shawn and Tech are watching me.

“I’m so sorry about Ellis,” Shawn says quietly.

It’s a heavy story—knowing that my father kept this all from me, same with my uncle. In a way, they feel responsible for Felix’s death, and I’m sure that is something they will never get over. And I can only imagine what my brother is going through right now. Alone. Scared.

“I just want Ellis to come home,” I murmur, and Tech pulls me into a hug and promises he’ll make it happen.





CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

—JAMIE

The sun beats down on the sand, the salty air mixing with the sound of the waves crashing in the distance. It’s midmorning, but the weight of the moment hangs heavy around me. My hands are clammy as I look down at my phone. I stand a little apart from the others as they watch, keeping their distance.

I can’t make the call in front of them. Although I’d be embarrassed to admit it, there is a different way to talk to the wealthy. It’s a different tone, a lighter clip. I have to sound like them, and it reminds me that I’ve spent my life as one of the Collective—whether consciously or not. It’s a role I no longer want to play, but desperate times…

I swipe through my phone, stopping on the last message from Jordan, which includes her mother’s phone number and the blunt instruction: You’d better be convincing. I stare at the words for a moment, then mutter under my breath, “I will do my best,” as if repeating it might somehow make me believe it.

The screen lights up as I dial the number, my thumb hovering just above the green button until I click to call. Cecelia Miles picks up on the first ring.

My throat tightens, my heart thumping as it rises into my chest.

“This is Cecelia?” she says, smooth but sharp, clearly not recognizing the number.

“Mrs. Miles,” I say, keeping my voice deep and steady, like I practiced in my head. “This is James Matthews. How are you?”

She is quiet. I wait a beat and then press forward.

“I’m sorry to call you out of the blue,” I continue, straightening up as though she can somehow see me. “But I wanted to personally apologize for my behavior yesterday. It was out of line. Classless. I’m truly sorry if I caused any embarrassment.”

There’s a pause on the other end, and then she responds, her voice frigid.

“You’re certainly the talk of the town right now,” she says. “And frankly, I’m surprised at you, James. I expected more from you.”

“Me too,” I agree, and I almost mean it. “And I think the most regrettable part is that I let Jordan down. I had asked her to be my date to the Augustus Gala, and then… I ruined everything. She’s never going to forgive me. I just… I let my jealousy get the best of me.”

“Jealousy?” she repeats, the hint of curiosity in her voice, as though this isn’t the answer she was expecting.

“Yes,” I say, taking a breath. “Her and Matteo… they’re always together. And I just… I should’ve known better. Jordan is loyal. I shouldn’t have questioned it.”

“Loyal?” she asks, fully invested now. “Have you two gotten that serious?”

“Of course,” I respond without hesitation. “A girl like Jordan? I’m not going to waste her time. Which is why I know how upset she must be. She’ll have to go to the gala alone. And that’s my fault. I take full responsibility.”

There’s a long silence, and then I hear the faint shuffle of the phone as she shifts it to her other ear.

“If you’re sure that you can behave,” she says slowly, almost testing me. “I’ll think about allowing you to attend tonight. But I will have to discuss it with my staff first, so don’t get your hopes up.”

“I would do anything to make this right,” I tell her, my voice earnest.

“Very well. I’ll let you know my decision shortly,” she replies, and then, with a tone that cuts through the air like a knife, “And, James, don’t fuck with my resort again.”

The words hit me harder than I expect, a chill running down my spine. “Yes, Mrs. Miles,” I say, barely able to keep the nerves out of my voice.

I hang up, standing frozen for a moment as I consider my unease. Cecelia Miles has the same kind of power as my father—intimidation. I get why Jordan always has to lie to her. I’m still catching my breath when I hear footsteps behind me.

Noa looks me over, trying to gauge the answer. “Well?” she asks.

I look at her, and then glance around at the others. “She said she’d let me know,” I tell them. I shrug my uncertainty, but just then, my phone buzzes in my pocket.

I take it out, smiling when I see it’s Jordan sending a message.

Meet me at the entrance tonight at eight, she writes. And you’d better look damn good. My mom is ready to blacken your other eye.

I grin, the tension easing just a little. I let Jordan know that I’ll be there, and then turn back to the others. “Now what?” I ask.

Tech sighs. “Well, now that we know the sheriff has been working with Noa’s dad and Ellis, I think I should go talk to him again.”

“What are you going to say?” Noa asks.

“Not sure yet, but we need to all be on the same page. If you find something on that computer”—he motions to me—“we want the sheriff to be ready. And now that we think we can trust him again”—he looks at Noa and she nods—“we need to get him my uncle’s journal. It’s time to show him the truth about the Starline Hotel.”

 “Will that be enough?” I ask. “It’s just a journal—what can it prove?”

“For starters,” Tech says, “the sheriff already knows the hotel didn’t burn down, which discredits the original police report. On top of that, there are names in there of other Chasers, people who were working that night and know what happened. I think it could be enough to exonerate my uncle, but with the rest of the details like the letters, the life insurance, the cover-up… it might be enough for them to investigate Mancini for Florence Marsten’s death.”

“How about Felix?” she asks hopefully.

For this, Tech looks at me. It would mean implicating my father in the crime. My entire body seems to react, because although I want justice, there is still a tiny piece of me that hopes my father isn’t evil.

“Tread lightly,” I tell him. “No offense, but we still need to be a hundred percent that the sheriff’s not somehow on the payroll. Helping Ellis is one thing. Facing off against a crime family is another.”

“Yeah, that’s good,” Tech says, nodding along. “I plant the seeds, see where it all goes. Either way, we’re getting Mancini on his radar. Hopefully he can figure out a way to take him down.”

“Let’s all hope so,” Noa says, stepping up to hug him. When she pulls back, they smile at each other—cautious, yet hopeful.

“Okay,” Tech says, taking a deep breath. “Shawn’s going to take me to pick up the letters from my house, and then we’ll head to the sheriff’s station. And you, my friend,” he tells me, tapping my wrinkled T-shirt, “had better find a tailor who takes resort credit.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

—NOA

The rain is coming down in a steady stream. Thunder rumbles every few minutes. Along the beach, the waves are choppy and white capped.

Shawn and I are huddled under an umbrella as we approach the outside entrance to the Augustus Resort ballroom. Since the rain hasn’t stopped, it’s doubtful Shawn will be able to convince Matteo to meet me out in the rain. So… new plan. Nina scored me a plus-one ticket. I’ll just have to pretend to know a guest if anyone asks.

Shawn fidgets with the sleeve of her dress.

“Leave it alone,” I tell her, swatting her hand away. “It’s supposed to be like that.” She groans and tries to recenter before entering.

Even huddled under an umbrella, Shawn looks beautiful. She’s wearing a short, sky-blue dress with capped sleeves. Her long blond hair cascades over her shoulders in loose waves. She helped me get into my old homecoming dress, which luckily still fit, although a little tight.

My father was gone by the time we left; he didn’t leave a message. He must have taken off from the dock, and I hope that’s a good sign. Still, I wish he would have told me where he was going.

“My feet already hurt,” Shawn says.

“Yeah, mine, too,” I tell her. “But it’ll be worth it.”

A couple decked out in diamonds and shirttails walk past us, shaking out their umbrella before pulling open the double doors to go inside. A wave of warm air escapes toward us.

I turn to Shawn. She grins.

“You ready to talk your ex-boyfriend into helping us expose the criminal enterprise taking over our town while also solving a forty-year-old murder mystery?” she asks.

“You make is sound so easy.”

“Then let’s go,” she replies with a laugh. She closes our umbrella and leans it against a corner outside the door before we go in.

“Oh,” I say immediately, looking around. “So this is nice nice. Got it.”

The ballroom is incredible. I’ve been in the Augustus Resort before, but not in this room. There had never been a reason to before. The ceiling feels one hundred feet high, a giant chandelier casting a twinkling yellow glow around the room. There are sconces on the wall, delicate and expensive wallpaper, tables with elaborate floral displays. A man in the corner at the black piano plays a melody, classic and haunting. Women and men in tuxedos walk around with trays of tiny foods and flutes of champagne. They’re part of a professional service agency. They definitely didn’t trust this event to the locals.

“There’s Nina,” Shawn says, motioning toward the entrance. “I’ll let her know we’re here.”

As Shawn leaves, I turn to survey the room again, truly impressed. There are so many beautiful people. I notice Hailey in the corner, looking miserable in a gorgeous white gown. She’s standing with Creed, who appears to be her date. I think I’d be pouting too.

It’s then that I see Jamie across the room. My stomach flutters a bit. He’s wearing a dark suit, black tie, shiny shoes. His hair is combed smooth, his black eye adorable in contrast to his formal attire. Although I love his usual beach-prep look, right now—he’s a fucking babe.

I take a step toward him, almost forgetting why I’m here, when Jordan appears and takes his arm. I halt, swallowing down my disappointment. I forgot that we’re all here playing a part.

Jordan is a vision in an expensive emerald-green dress, her short dark hair flawless at her chin. She laughs, holding Jamie’s arm. He glances down at Jordan, saying something that makes her laugh harder. Even though there’s nothing between them, I am jealous at how they make sense together. Like they’re from the same world. Surrounded by all this extravagance, this money, the line between the Collective and the Chasers has never seemed clearer.

“Who let you in?”

I jump, and quickly turn to find Matteo standing there. He smiles to let me know he was joking. He’s in a suit, but he doesn’t wear it nearly as well as Jamie. Other than a small scratch on the bridge of his nose, there’s no sign he was in a fight yesterday.

“I’m a plus-one,” I say, holding up my invite.

He glances at it and laughs. “You and I both know that’s fake,” he says. “You could have asked me.” He takes a step closer. “I forgot how well you clean up.”

“I doubt you forgot,” I say, leaning into my meanness because I know he likes it.

Matteo nods an approval and grabs two glasses off a passing tray, handing one to me. He comes to my side, and we both survey the crowd. He points out Jamie and Jordan.

“Ah,” he says. “Isn’t Dickhead with you?” he asks.

“I’m with me,” I say easily, and sip from my drink. “So why’d he kick your ass?”

Matteo laughs. “No one kicked my ass.”

He’s about to play off the entire thing, but when he meets my eyes, I don’t hide. I stare directly at him, and then his bravado falters slightly.

“What are you really doing here, Noa?” he asks.

“You said we needed to talk the other night,” I start. “And I think you’re right. We need to talk about what really happened to Felix.”

He darts his eyes around the room. Without a word, Matteo takes me by the arm and leads me toward the double doors of the terrace.

The rain hasn’t eased up, but Matteo grabs someone else’s umbrella on the way out. When we’re outside, he opens it to hold over both of us. The rain taps loudly on the screen, the air thick with the smell of damp earth.

“What do you know?” he asks, his voice urgent and hushed. “Was it Ellis? Is he back?”

I gasp, offended at the accusation. “No,” I snap. “Of course it wasn’t my brother.” There is tightness in my chest before I say the next words, afraid of how he’ll react. “I… I’m not sure how to say this, but I think your father is responsible.”

Matteo’s jaw clenches like he’s about to argue, but the fight in him dies quickly. His face starts to crack before he looks away sharply. When he turns back to me, his eyes are glassy with tears.

And I realize… he knows. Or at least, he suspects. My heart goes out to him—it really does.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I’m sorry to do this right now.”

“I loved my cousin,” he says, as if trying to convince me. “No matter what, I hope you know that much about me.”

At one point, Matteo and Felix had been close. It eventually strained, but when you grow up with someone… it sticks, even beyond a few years of estrangement. Those kinds of relationships find a way of coming back around.

“I know you did,” I say, nodding. “And I can tell that you see it too. Your father was somehow behind this. He’s the one responsible. And I don’t think Felix was his only victim.”

To this, Matteo looks surprised. “What does that mean?” he asks.

“Your father is a criminal. He’s always been a criminal.” I swallow hard, knowing that I’ll be exposing us. “This goes all the way back to the Starline Hotel,” I say.

“Rum Runner Island,” he murmurs. “Of course it does.”

I’m surprised by the way he says it. “You know about it?”

“Yeah.” He nods. “I mean, obviously, I’d heard the stories. But recently my father’s been getting bids to demolish the hotel, off the books, of course. Which was news to me since I thought the place burned down.”

“It’s not just that,” I say. “I think he’s trying to cover up a crime. I think he killed Florence Marsten for revenge or insurance money, or both. And not just her. He had a reporter killed. And he had Felix killed,” I say, feeling the weight of it. “He’s not going to stop. Not unless you help me.”

Matteo’s eyes flash with both pain and anger. “You want me to go against my father?” He laughs bitterly, shaking his head. “And do what? You think I have a choice here? Choices are for Chasers, Noa. You may think you have it tough, but at least you can leave. You can go anywhere. The rest of us”—he motions back to the gala—“are trapped here. Look at Felix. Look what happened to him when he went against my family.”

But I won’t let him make excuses, not when our entire lives are on the line.

“What do you know?” I demand.

“Not enough,” he says, frustrated. “Not enough to do anything about it. Hushed meetings, sketchy workers. It’s all…” He shakes his head. “It’s my gut, all right? It’s just my gut instinct and that’s not enough to change anything.”

“But why let him get away with it? He’s a murderer.”

Matteo stills, but he doesn’t argue. The thought seems to wound him, and after a moment, he shrugs helplessly. “I don’t know what I can do,” he says. “I have no power here. You think he wouldn’t just kill me too?”

I can see that he believes that. And I can’t imagine how horrible it must feel.

“You don’t need power,” I say, a little more gently. “You just need to get us access to his office and his computer. Let’s have a quick look and see what we can find. We’re just missing a few final pieces.”

“We?” he asks. Then he laughs, rubbing his hand over his mouth. “You and Jamie are here together, aren’t you?”

My silence is the only answer I give him.

“This fucking guy.”

I ignore his bitterness. Now isn’t the time to placate his ego.

“So will you help us?” I ask quietly. Begging. “Can you get us into your dad’s office, just for a few minutes? We’ll be in and out. You won’t have to be involved in anything that comes after. I swear, I’ll never bother you again.”

“What if I want you to bother me?” he asks, suddenly vulnerable. This is the side he would show me sometimes. This softness. But being good once in a while isn’t enough. “What if no one else has ever listened to me the way that you did?” he adds.

I feel awful for what he must be going through. The loneliness up here in this gilded castle. But I’m not going to mislead him just to get what I want.

“I heard you talking to your father that day,” I say, my voice tight with the flash of embarrassment that’s still there. “I heard what you both said about me.”

He seems confused for a moment, and then nods slowly. “That makes sense,” he murmurs. “Yeah. I messed up, and I’m sorry. He just… he brings that out in me. But I didn’t mean it. I wish you would have told me sooner. I wish you could have given me another chance.”

Even now, this is about him. Not us—there was never an “us.”

“This is me giving you a chance,” I reply softly. “We don’t end up together, Matteo. But I do think there is a version of this where we end up friends. Where you do the right thing. Hell, you might even end up being the hero.”

“Imagine that,” Matteo says, like he’s afraid to believe it. His turns back to the gala, considering his options. After a few moments pass, he looks sideways at me. When I smile in return, he curses. “Okay, fine,” he adds. “What do you need me to do?”





CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

—JAMIE

She’s been under that umbrella with him for a long time. I sip bitterly from my champagne as I watch Noa and Matteo outside in the rain. I mean, couldn’t she have picked somewhere less… romantic?

“What’s wrong?” Jordan asks from next to me. “You look miserable. Knock it off.”

I curl my lip, letting her know that I am, in fact, miserable.

She suddenly tugs my arm. “Heads up,” she says. “Here comes my mother.” She straightens next to me like she’s about to face her drill sergeant.

Cecelia Miles walks toward us in a canary-yellow ball gown, shining brightly in the sea of guests. Despite the normally cheerful hue, Cecelia still looks terrifying, and I straighten my back as I greet her.

“There they are,” she says, coming to kiss both me and Jordan on the cheek. “James, you look wonderful.” She steps back to examine me. “Very appropriate,” she adds. She glances at Jordan, scanning her before coming over to actually rub off some of her lipstick with her thumb. “Moderation, dear,” she whispers.

I watch as Jordan does her absolute best to keep her cool. Cecelia turns to me again.

“James,” she inquires. “Has your mother arrived yet?”

“I haven’t seen her, Mrs. Miles,” I reply. “I’m sure she’ll be here shortly.”

Cecelia nods and glances to Jordan again. “Thank you for making such a good show of things,” she tells her daughter. “You both look lovely, even a little dangerous.” She smiles as she motions to my eye. “Now go enjoy yourself.”

It sounds like an order. Jordan tells her mother she will, and then nods as she walks away. Once her mom is gone, she turns to me and laughs.

“See?” she says. “She just wants me to let everyone know I’m the type of girl who likes the company of reckless rich boys. The ultimate status symbol.”

She glances over to where Shawn is standing near the piano. “And now,” she says, turning back to me, “this is where I leave you.” She reaches up to adjust my tie. “Do anything to embarrass me here,” she adds quietly, “and I’ll cut your balls off.” She taps my cheek and smiles. “Ciao!”

I blow out a relieved breath as she leaves and crosses the room toward Shawn. She beams when she sees Jordan approach, and then the two are laughing and chatting. Good for her. Parental expectations be damned.

“What the hell are you doing here?”

My breath catches at the sound of the deep voice. I turn slowly, my heart thumping as I look up at my father. I swallow hard, prepared to answer when he cuts me off.

“You don’t belong here anymore, James,” he says in a low voice, leaning toward me so others won’t overhear. “I thought I made that pretty clear.”

Before I can make an excuse, the crowd in the room splits apart as Alessandro Mancini starts in our direction. The tapping of his shoes on the marble floor is absolutely haunting.

“And this must be the infamous James Matthews,” Mancini calls, walking toward us. He’s smiling, but his gaze is almost hateful. He stops in front of me, uncomfortably close so that I have to take a step backward. An intimidation tactic.

“Mr. Mancini,” I say politely.

His mouth flinches with a sneer before he can adjust it. He glances around the room casually, his gaze lightly touching on my father before steadying on me.

“You seem to have become quite a problem for me, James,” he says, and takes a sip of his champagne. “Are you always such an indignant asshole?”

“My father would probably say yes,” I reply, and feel my father shift next to me. Although I know that Mancini is… evil, for lack of a better word, I can’t lose sight of our mission. We need to prove it. So I smile. “But I do apologize, sir,” I add. “Like I told my father, I never meant to cause any trouble. You have my full discretion. I’m just grateful to be here tonight.”

Mancini watches me, annoyed but also appeased. His ego is outsized, and for someone like him, a little pandering, a little flattery, goes a long way.

“I appreciate everything you’ve done, sir,” I say. “And me and Jordan Miles are grateful that her mother let me attend tonight.”

At this, he stiffens. A little name-dropping also helps.

Mancini drinks from his glass again, and turns fully to my father. “Any blowback is on you,” he tells him. “Next time…” But his voice fades out as a group of women approach them. He greets them warmly. “Ladies,” he calls jovially. “You all look beautiful tonight.”

There is some laughter, and I use the distraction to walk away, quickly dodging other guests as they head over to get their chance to kiss the ring of the head of the Collective.

“Wait,” I hear my mother say from behind me. “Is that Jamie?”

Although I have small pang in my heart at the sound of her voice, I don’t turn around. I don’t hear what my father tells her in return. Whether she’s just curious or concerned, I don’t know. I’m no longer living to impress my parents. If anything, I’m about to blow up their world. I can’t say they don’t deserve it.

Once free of the dance floor, I look toward the terrace again. I have a flash of worry when I find that Noa is no longer there with Matteo. I spin around and scan the room, afraid that I’ve missed my signal. Then suddenly, I feel a hand slide over my forearm. I look down and see Noa next to me. She smiles.

“Want to dance?” she asks.

I’m rolled from a tidal wave of affection, a warm splash throughout my chest as she stands with me. Now that I’m not pretending anymore, I’m all in. I’m so fucking in.

I pull her into the hall, outside the ballroom and away from the prying eyes of the Collective. We can hear the piano, but we’re fine right here. I slide my hand along her waist to pull her in closer.

“Do we have time for this?” I ask her, although I can’t help my smile.

“We have five minutes,” she says, looking up at me. “Matteo told me to stay busy, and then meet him upstairs on the eighth floor. “So…” She tilts her head. “I decided we should steal a dance.” She pulls back to look over my suit. “I’m loving this, by the way,” she tells me.

“Yeah?” I ask. “Thank you. You are, as always, the prettiest girl in the room.”

Noa smiles, and leans to rest her head on my chest. If anyone saw us together, this could technically be construed as embarrassing Jordan. But it would also fuel the reputation of me being irredeemable, which she thought was a plus. Either way, I’m not moving.

Noa and I dance for a few minutes longer until the song stops and another begins. She slowly draws back from me, holding on to my hand.

“It’s time,” she says. “You have the USB?”

I tap my jacket pocket, ready to steal some evidence. “Mancini’s inside,” I tell her, pointing to the ballroom. “Let’s hope he stays here.”

Noa holds on to the crook of my arm as we walk casually toward the hallway leading to the elevators and the rooms. I have the sudden fear that I’ll run into my father again, and my anxiety is working overtime to convince me that he’ll somehow be behind the elevator doors when they open. As if he already knew our entire plan.

When the doors do finally slide open, the elevator is empty. Noa and I climb inside and she uses a staff card to select the eighth floor. As we start to ascend, I turn to look at her. When she gazes up at me, I lean down and kiss her.

She returns it, looping her arm around the back of my neck, her body pressing against mine. We fall into the mirror on the side of the elevator. She slides her palm under the shoulder of my jacket as if she’s about to strip it off me when the elevator dings, alerting us to our floor. She laughs out loud and points to me.

“I swear, it’s the suit,” she murmurs, and reaches to wipe her lipstick off my mouth. “Good enough.”

Just then the doors open, and Noa smoothes down her dress and walks out ahead of me. I hang back a second, checking myself over before chasing after her.

As we round the corner of the hallway, I hear, “What took you so long?”

I reach Noa, and in front of her is Matteo, annoyingly handsome in his expensive suit.

“Oh, that’s right,” he says, motioning to me. “I forgot you were bringing this asshole.”

“I have no idea why we’re always fighting,” I tell him, my voice controlled anger. “You’re so charming.”

“Save the macho bullshit for the next time you beat the shit out of each other,” Noa tells us. “For now, stay focused.”

“Damn,” Matteo mutters, turning back around and leading us to the suite at the end of the hall. “I’ve already cut the feed for the floor,” he says, pointing to a camera in the ceiling. “It’ll take about fifteen minutes for anyone to notice, at least that’s what my friend in security told me.”

Matteo takes out a key card and opens the office door. Noa pauses a moment to look around while I head straight to the desk.

“This is his office?” Noa asks. “It’s huge.”

She’s not wrong, but it’s also standard for someone like Alessandro Mancini. The entire outer wall is glass, overlooking Paradise Beach and the ocean. From here, you can see just about everything.

I pull out the chair and sit down in front the monitor. I click on the tower and wait as the computer boots up.

“Don’t you need his passwords?” Matteo asks me.

“Not when I have my father’s VPN passwords,” I tell him. “His access can cut through all your privacy laws, all your personal data and protections. Isn’t that great?” I add sarcastically.

“Great for extortion,” Matteo says, sounding nervous. “No wonder they work together—your dad and mine. He’s the right person to have in your corner if you need to cover up some crimes.”

“Financial and otherwise,” I murmur, just as the computer lock screen comes up. It’s a picture of Florence Marsten. I almost laugh at how demented it is. Alessandro Mancini is an absolute psycho.

I plug in the USB and click run. The computer starts humming as it begins to extract the entire database. The estimated finish time says it’ll take twelve minutes.

The files open and close quickly on the page, some too fast for me to scan. But there is one image that grabs my attention. As the rest of the files continue to download, I click the image and it takes me to a folder.

“Holy shit,” I murmur.

“What is it?” Noa asks, rounding the desk to come stand behind me.

“It’s… I think this is the reporter—Gina Tamayo,” I tell Noa, looking at the image of a motorcycle lying on its side in the dark. Scrapes on chrome and shattered glass. Yellow tape. And nearby are the outstretched legs of a woman in black boots, twisted ankle. I swallow hard. “These are crime scene photos.”

Matteo joins us as we look through the images, a police report, and, importantly—a payment made to Sunset Docks. “Why is the dock being paid?” I ask, and look back at Matteo. His eyes are still studying the photo. Then he shakes his head, distracted.

“They work for my father,” he says. “He’s majority owner of the dock.”

I furrow my brow. “I thought Hailey’s parents own that dock?” I ask.

Matteo snorts. “On paper, sure,” he says. “But where do you think they got the funding? Hailey’s father, Ian Babbitt, has worked with my father since they were our age. They go way back, and they’re still pretty close.”

“Close friends, or close as in murder-for-hire friends?” I ask.

Matteo meets my eyes, and I truly feel bad for him. My father is also deep in this mess, but… he’s not the one in charge. It’s not much solace, all things considered, but it’s better than where Matteo is standing right now.

Matteo reaches past me to move the mouse to click on other files. He finds one that seems to pique his interest and opens it. There are no photos this time, but it’s a recent payment made to the Sunset Docks. The invoice reads, “Debris cleanup.”

Stepping back, Matteo’s entire expression sags. “I bet that was for my cousin,” he says. “It was about… moving Felix.”

Noa hums out a horrified sound, sickened by everything. She turns away. I can see as Matteo hardens, devastated and angry. I check the rest of the file and I’m equally shocked when it contains an invoice from my father’s company. This time, the description is “security repairs.”

When I turn to Matteo, he meets my eyes. “The cover-up,” I say. “That was my father’s part. Security was supposed to keep an eye on things until Felix’s body had been moved.” I glance at Noa. “They found us there instead, otherwise… we would have never known that Felix was on Rum Runner Island. Nobody was supposed to ever know.”

Noa puts her hand on my shoulder, squeezing it to support us both. She’s lost someone, and my father helped a monster. And then there’s Matteo… son of the monster. He has to be wrecked right now.

“Everything ties back to the Starline Hotel,” Noa says.

“That fucking place,” Matteo says, shaking his head. “I really wish it was just a story. You know what”—he looks at Noa—“I really do think it’s cursed. It’s the card holding up the entire house. You pull it, and it all comes tumbling down. My father falls.”

“Which is why they’ve been guarding it,” I say. “Alessandro Mancini has to protect the truth about the Starline Hotel or he’ll lose everything, including his freedom.”

“Which means anyone who knows about it is in danger,” Noa says. She looks at the screen again. Her brow furrows. “Is there anything about my brother on here?”

I search, but there are no files that seem to pertain to Ellis. But then, in the deleted trash, I notice another locked file. I restore it, and when I do, there is a file called “Surf Shack.”

“Why was that in the trash?” she asks. “What does it say?”

In the file is an invoice, once again from Sunset Docks—this time for salvage. Among the documents are blueprints for a large-scale boating-and-retail space, placed right over the lot where the Surf Shack stands. It’s no surprise that Mancini wants the land, but what is surprising is the promissory note.

“Is that the loan my dad took out?” Noa asks, leaning in closer. But the date on it is from a year ago. And the signature is Ellison Acosta.

“What is this?” Noa murmurs.

Matteo comes over to look at the paper, eyes narrowed. “Looks like a deal Ellis made with my father,” he says. “This…” He taps the screen. “It’s not monetary, meaning it’s not getting paid out. It’s a penalty. Ellis must have signed an NDA.”

Noa and I exchange a knowing look. “An NDA to never discuss the Starline Hotel,” she says. “But Ellis and Felix kept looking anyway, and they found it. Mancini killed Felix. But what about Ellis? What did he do with my brother?”

“He’s still looking,” Matteo says. “That salvage invoice? That means my father has taken out a… a hit on him,” he says, as if the word doesn’t seem to fit. But his demeanor has changed, his posture sagging.

A piece I had wondered about earlier finally clicks into place. I stare at Matteo, my hand balling into a fist on the desktop.

“And what about you?” I ask him. “Did your father ask you to find Ellis for him?” Noa immediately turns to Matteo accusingly. “Is that why you came down to the beach the other day with that whole surfing bullshit?”

Matteo backs up, holding his hands in front of him. “I had no idea why he wanted Ellis,” Matteo says, looking pleadingly at Noa. “I swear, my father asked me to go to the Shack and ask the girl”—he points at Noa—“if she’s seen her brother. He told me it would help us find Felix. But I swear, I wouldn’t have done anything if I found him.”

“Except tell your father,” I point out, and he winces.

“I guess I would have,” he admits. “And then… I would have hated myself if anything had happened. I didn’t know. I swear.”

But he already feels guilty—it’s painted all over his face. Matteo turns and walks to the window. The idea of almost facilitating a murder is probably weighing on him, as it should. It’s a heavy burden to realize your own father would have involved you in a murder.

Sort of how my father has made me complicit in his cover-up. Only difference is I’m not going to keep quiet. I’m not going to be a part of the Mancini evil empire—even if I end up dead in the marsh next to the Starline Hotel.

The computer pings then, alerting me that the USB has finished downloading all the files. I pull out the stick and shut down the computer.

“We’ll get a better look at these files at home,” I tell them, holding it up. “For now, we need to get out of this resort. I don’t want to get caught at—”

“Is that smoke?” Matteo asks, distracted, taking a step toward the window. We all look that way and notice white smoke spiraling up from the beach. My heart nearly explodes in my chest, and Noa dashes forward to put her hand on the glass. “I think…” Matteo says, eyes wide. “I think it’s coming from the—”

“Surf Shack,” Noa gasps out.





CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

—NOA

I’m not sure how long it takes me to get outside—leaving the office and racing down the stairs was a blur, my mind spinning as I typed out desperate texts to my dad and Tech. I didn’t ask Jamie if we got the information that we needed from the computer or if Matteo was sure we weren’t seen. I don’t even know where they are.

Instead, I’m running. Because none of that matters anymore. The rain has stopped. I race through the wet sand—my shoes lost somewhere back near the resort. I push through the gathering crowd of people in pretty dresses and fancy suits.

I run right up to the Shack, the heat of the flames on my face. The business is completely engulfed, although the fire doesn’t seem to have reached the main part of my house yet. When I look down the dock, I see that The Tarpon is gone, and I’m relieved that my father is both safe and not here to witness our lives burn to ash.

I quickly grab a bucket from the dock and scoop up a heavy load of water. I run back and throw it on the fire, which lets out a withering hiss.

I feel utterly helpless. Tears run down my face as I rush to get another bucketful of water.

“No, no,” I say, over and over. My whole life is inside that house. My every memory of my mother. My home.

“Honey,” my mother called with a laugh from the kitchen. “Tell your father I’m the better surfer.”

“Do you like these colors?” she asked, holding up the Surf Shack sign, blue paint in her hair.

“Can you get me just a little more water, sweetheart?” she whispered, sick in bed while holding me in her arms.

This is the house my mother built. This is our home.

I run, my feet hot from the flames heating up the sand, and grab another bucket of water, spilling part of it on my dress as I drag it back toward the house and toss it on the flames.

At first no one is helping, and then suddenly Jamie appears, grabbing the empty bucket from my hands to scoop up water at a faster pace. Matteo is right behind him, tugging a length of garden hose around the building. The two of them are spraying and dousing the flames, black smoke billowing out and choking us. But we don’t stop. I grab another bucket and continue to fight.

Then I notice a woman next to me in a pale pink dress. She literally fills her empty champagne flute with ocean water and throws it toward the fire. When I look sideways at her, tears blurring my vision, she smiles sadly and gets more to keep up the work. Sirens sound in the distance, and the crowd has become restless.

Several men rush past me on the dock to pull fire extinguishers from their boats, more fishing pails, and another hose. Shawn and Jordan arrive, and Shawn screams her rage at the fire, hoisting an entire dish tray of water at the flames.

I’m choking on black smoke and tears. As I look around, I notice the valet starting a water line, passing a bucket to Jordan, who then passes it to the bartender, and so on. It’s almost like slow motion, that way all of us are fighting together. Fighting to save the Surf Shack. For a moment, there is no Collective. There are no Chasers.

I see the light of an approaching boat and assume it’s the coast guard. But as it gets closer, I realize it’s The Tarpon. My poor father, he’s going to…

But I stop. Chaos is erupting all around me, but everything stops entirely. My father isn’t alone. Standing at the wheel of the boat is my brother. My mouth is slack as I take a few steps down the dock, and then a few more. I rush ahead just as the boat pulls up, hitting hard against the rubber stoppers.

My father is already crying as he jumps off the boat onto the dock. Ellis is momentarily frozen as he watches the Surf Shack go up in flames, his face a portrait of horror. When he finally drags his gaze to mine, his eyes are apologetic.

My father rushes past me toward the burning building. I wait, rooted in place. My cheeks are still wet with tears, my adrenaline flooding my veins. Ellis cuts the engine to The Tarpon and jumps onto the dock, a few feet away. He smiles apprehensively.

“Hey, Noa,” he says, both of us out of breath. He looks the same, like the last year never happened, aside from a bit of stubble on his chin. As if nothing tragic had ever happened.

I haul back my fist and sock my brother in the face. Ellis yelps out his surprise, holding his cheek when he turns back to me. And then I jump forward and hug him, grateful that he’s home—even if there’s no home left.

“I’m so sorry,” he says, pulling back. “I didn’t mean to—” He stops abruptly as he looks over my shoulder. “Dad, no!”

I spin around in time to see my father ramming his shoulder against the door of the Surf Shack to get inside the burning building. Ellis and I rush toward him, but Jamie gets there first, yanking my father backward and holding him fast. My dad watches in horror, the orange flames reflecting across his face.

He screams, a guttural moan, and then lowers himself to his knees in the sand. Watching his life’s work burn down. It’s devastating to see him break, and when Ellis and I reach him, he gathers us in his arms, turning our faces away from the fire as we cling together.

Around us, people continue to work together and are able to tamp down the flames—coals smoldering as what was once the Surf Shack is now blackened and cracked, a frame barely standing with a small attached house covered in soot and ash.

Just then, as if remembering why he came here, my father looks at the people from the resort and then to my brother. “Ellis,” he says urgently, fearful. “Get back to the boat. You can’t be seen here.”

“What?” I ask, looking from my father to my brother. “He just got here. What do you mean? What’s wrong?”

“It’s not safe,” my father says, dragging me to my feet. “We came to get you and then we needed to leave town until your uncle could sort things out. But when we saw the dock, saw the… fire…” He looks at it again. He forces himself to focus. “It’s not safe here with them.” He motions toward the resort. “We have to go. Now.”

As he starts to pull us down the dock toward the boat, I turn toward Ellis.

“I don’t understand,” I tell him. “Where were you?”

“Where else?” Ellis asks, looking sideways at me. “I’ve been staying at the Starline Hotel. At least… I was until they showed up and killed Felix.” His face clouds over, and I stop him, letting our father run ahead. When Ellis looks at me again, his lip quivers before he bites it back. “I saw it all, Noa,” he murmurs. “I saw what happened to Felix.”

I clutch my brother’s arm, horrified for him. He was an eyewitness to his best friend’s murder. I can’t even imagine what he’s been going through—alone.

“You know who killed Felix?” I ask. “Was it one of Mancini’s employees?”

“Not an employee,” Ellis says, steadying his gaze on me. “It was Alessandro himself.”

I’m struck with fear as I stare at my brother, cold prickles racing over my skin. Oh… he’s in trouble. He’s in serious trouble

“You saw him?” I repeat. “You… saw Alessandro Mancini kill his own nephew?”

Ellis nods. “He didn’t know I was there,” he adds. “I was in the Starline, watching from the window. Felix and I had a plan to work things out with Alessandro, exchange my silence about the hotel for a way home again. Only when he got there, Alessandro demanded that Felix tell him where I was, not knowing I was already there.”

I can’t help but picture the two of them, plotting together and thinking they had it figured out. The moments of joy, anxiety, just before. Felix just wanted to help his best friend come home.

“What happened?” I ask, afraid for the rest.

“Alessandro wouldn’t listen. He told Felix that he was disloyal.” He shakes his head, like he doesn’t want to think about the rest, but continues on. “Felix wouldn’t let it go. He was angry. Tired. He told his uncle that it had to stop: the lies, the harassment. The takeover of Cape Hope. He told him that one way or another, he would stop him.”

Ellis’s eyes weaken, as if he can still see it. “Felix wanted to help,” he says, his eyes tearing up. “He wanted to fix it so we could go back to our lives, start our business, move on. Noa, he loved us so much.”

As his face breaks with a cry, I cover my mouth, trying to hold back my own tears.

“And then…” he starts, his voice thick. He straightens his back, as if distancing himself from the next part. “And then Alessandro pulled out a gun and shot him. Point-blank.”

My head is spinning. It was one thing to believe Mancini had a hand in it, but I never imagined him doing it himself. The coldness of it.

“I was in shock,” Ellis says, drawing my attention again. “I wanted to check on Felix… but I knew it was too late. All I could do was wait there. Alessandro started making calls, but then at one point, he looked up at the Starline, and I was sure that he knew I was there. I was a sitting duck. So I made a run for it… and he saw me.”

“Then what?” I ask. “Where did you go? You should have called the sheriff.”

“First I had to stay alive,” he says. “I was scared to come up for air. Because I’m the only one who can say exactly what happened. I’m the only person with any power over Alessandro Mancini, and that is a dangerous place to be.”

Now we know why Mancini’s urgency grew—he knew that Ellis had seen him kill Felix. And Ellis knew about the Starline Hotel. Mancini’s house of cards was coming down.

“Dad’s right. You have to get out of here,” I say, leading him down the dock again. “The Collective are everywhere. You have to—”

There is a loud bang, and Ellis loses his footing and falls into me. He cries out in pain, and as I steady him, we both notice a red blotch start spreading across his T-shirt. He clutches his side and looks over to meet my eyes.

“I think I’ve been shot,” he murmurs.

On the beach, the crowd is quieted from the loud boom, frightened as they look around, not sure of its source. At this end of the dock, we’re mostly hidden from their view. The Shack continues to billow out smoke, making everything hazy. Our father stands at The Tarpon, eyes wide, as my brother bleeds next to me.

Our dad realizes what’s happened, and takes off in our direction. Just as he starts to run, a man steps onto the dock from one of the other boats. It’s the tall guy who posed as a detective, and he’s holding a gun, swinging it to aim at each of us.

I gasp, clutching on to my brother as if I can protect us both. And then I realize this creep probably burned down the Surf Shack in an attempt to get us all in one place.

The tall guy motions us toward his boat. “Let’s go,” he orders. When none of us move, he trains the gun on my father. “Now,” the man says.

I hold on to Ellis, the blood spreading across his shirt. There is no way we are getting on that boat.

“There’s a crowd of witnesses,” I say loudly, trying to get their attention. I can’t scream for help, not with my father under threat. But the crowd can’t see us from where we’re standing, half hidden behind the equipment rack.

The guy cocks the gun, and I have to hold my injured brother back from lunging forward to protect our father.

“You think anyone there is going to help you?” the guy asks with a bitter laugh. “At the end of the day, you could have this all on videotape and no one would care. In fact, I bet by tomorrow you’ll be the one accused of burning down your own business for the insurance money. Now get on the fucking boat.”

There is a flurry of movement as Jamie runs past us—appearing out of nowhere. The man, startled, quickly shifts the gun to aim at him but it’s too late. Jamie tackles him on the dock, climbing on top of him and slugging away with both fists. It’s chaotic, and as I let go of Ellis to help him, the short guy suddenly appears behind my father.

“Not so fast,” he says, pushing the gun against my father’s shoulder. Jamie stops hitting the other guy, still panting hard from the effort. Ellis curses next to me.

I look back toward the crowd, but they can’t see any of this happening. They’re so close, but if I scream, these men will kill my father. Kill all of us. It’s the most helpless feeling in the world.

The guests are gathered together on the beach, phones to their ears while making frantic calls. The sirens sound closer, but I don’t see the flashing lights yet. There’s help all around us, and yet, no one can save us.

Jamie looks over at me, his eyes asking me what he should do. His hand is dripping blood as it runs down from his arm, the stitches surely split. The man underneath him is barely conscious, while the other has my father held at gunpoint.

What choice do we have? We go now and try to fight our way out later.

With my arm supporting him, Ellis and I take a step toward the boat.

“Stop,” Matteo calls, and I turn to see him approaching. He has his hands held up, as if surrendering. Next to me, Ellis tenses. This is the son of the man who wants to kill him.

“It’s okay,” I say, but my brother keeps his gaze sharp.

“Get away from them,” Matteo tells the man with the gun. “It’s over.”

“Kid,” the short guy says frustrated. “I don’t have time for this shit. Go back to your father. We have a job to do.”

Matteo continues forward, glancing at me as he passes. He darts a look at my brother and when he looks at me again, he’s sorry. Like he can make up for everything his father’s done.

And for a moment, he looks just like Felix.

“Matteo, wait,” I breathe out, suddenly afraid that it’s going to happen again. That a Mancini is going to die trying to protect us.

He doesn’t stop; he keeps moving toward the man with the gun. When the short guy points it at him, Matteo pauses, putting up his chin in defiance.

“I’m not joking around,” the man yells to him. Then he pushes my father forward, jabbing the butt of the gun into the back of his head. “Now the rest of you on the boat. We’re taking a trip to Sunset Docks.”

Just as the short guy gets my father to the edge of the dock, Matteo rushes forward. In a smooth movement, he grabs a bait cooler by the handle and swings it. It slams against the head of the guy, knocking him sideways and sending his gun sailing into the water.

My father scurries out of the way, rushing over to help me get Ellis to safety.

I begin to scream for help as we all rush back toward the beach, toward the crowd gathered there. Shawn notices us first from the sand and runs up the dock, no shoes, the sleeves torn on her dress. She’s covered in soot and ash from the fire.

“What happened?” she demands. Then her eyes widen. “Ellis, holy shit,” she adds, wrapping her arm around him and taking over for my father.

“Hey, Shawn,” Ellis murmurs, sounding weak.

She looks at his shirt, and her face pales as she turns quickly to me.

“We need to get him to the hospital,” I tell her.

I look over my shoulder, and see that Matteo has gotten the short guy down, and now he and Jamie are working together to restrain him. I don’t know what this will mean for him—the danger Matteo has now put himself in—but I’m heartened by his bravery. I smile a little sadly, wishing Felix could see how much his cousin still loved him.

There is a sudden commotion from the beach, and I turn that way. When I do, I see Alessandro Mancini rushing down from the resort in his tuxedo with another man not far behind. It only takes me a second to know that he’s Jamie’s father—he’s huge.

“What the hell is going on?” Mancini shouts. Several guests step aside, as if they can avoid his wrath. He looks at the Surf Shack, the remains of it, and I swear he has a small smile on his lips. It’s a shot of pure anger to my heart. “Everyone, back to the resort,” he yells to the crowd. “This isn’t safe.”

“Nothing is safe with you here!” Ellis yells from next to me. “You’re a murderer.”

Mancini’s eyes darken when he sees my brother, but he quickly tries to recover. “Who even are you?” he demands, as if he’s no one important. As if he can play this off. “I don’t even know this kid.” He waves his hand toward the resort. “Everyone, go.”

Ellis stumbles forward a few steps. “Not this time,” he says, drawing the attention of the crowd again.

They all watch Ellis, a bit stunned—he is covered in blood. But also… I’m sure they can hear it in his voice. The rawness there. Something you can’t fake.

Just then, Jamie and Matteo come into view, holding the arms of the men before pushing them down on the dock, guarding them. I mean, they beat the hell out of them first—so I don’t think they’d get very far anyway.

“These men work for you,” Ellis calls to Mancini, pointing at the men on the dock. “They started this fire”—he points to the Surf Shack—“and they shot me.” He stumbles, motioning to himself, and I’m not sure how much longer my brother can stand here.

At the same time, by publicly accusing Mancini—he’s taking out an insurance policy. All these witnesses? It’s a lot harder to murder someone when everyone is expecting it.

“I saw you,” Ellis says, and this time, he stumbles on his step, and I have to dash over to straighten him. “I saw you kill Felix Mancini.”

The crowd gasps, beginning to murmur to one another. Some are even growing frantic. One woman starts jogging back toward the resort, as if too frightened to stay.

“You’re delusional,” Mancini spits at my brother, but I see him trying to work out what to do. “And someone call this kid an ambulance,” he adds. “He’s probably hallucinating from the blood loss.” I think he’s trying to sound more in control that he is. He knows he can’t outright threaten him.

“You’re responsible for the death of Florence Marsten,” I call, earning a sharp look. His dark eyes are cutting, but I’m not scared right now. I’m too angry to be scared anymore. “You had her killed at the Starline Hotel, and you framed Gabriel Mendez for the crime.”

“Ah, the old Chaser lie,” Mancini says, slow-clapping. “Brava.”

“You killed her because you were jealous,” I continue. “You killed her to collect the life insurance money that you used to build this resort. Clean money.” I look around at the crowd. “He killed her and then he covered it up, told everyone the hotel burned down so it wouldn’t be investigated. But it’s there. It’s still there, even now!”

“That’s enough, young lady,” Jamie’s dad says, stepping forward. He addresses the gathered crowd. “I’m Brent Matthews,” he announces, “director of security. For your safety, we need to get you all back inside the Augustus Resort.”

“You’ve been helping him cover it up for years,” Jamie calls out, coming to stand next to me. He’s out of breath from fighting, but maybe more from confronting his father.

I’m not imagining the flash of rage in Brent Matthew’s expression at seeing his son with me. Seeing him stand up to him.

“You lie, and you steal, and you cheat,” Jamie says, his voice cracking. “It just never ends, Dad. You always make the wrong choice. You’re a bully. You’re a gangster. And now… you’ve gone too far.”

“James,” his father says. “We’ll talk about this later. Now get—”

“I’m not listening to you anymore,” Jamie says, shaking his head. “I don’t care if you degrade me, threaten me. I’ve seen what’s right. I know the truth. You helped Alessandro Mancini cover up the murder of Florence Marsten, Gina Tamayo, and Felix Mancini. Whether it was wiping out records or hiring people to move a body, you’re in deep. And now I’m going to fucking end you.”

For a moment, I’m frightened that his dad is going to stomp over here and choke him out again. The way he’s staring at him tells me he’s considering it.

“Jamie,” I murmur, wanting him to move back.

Just then, the sound of sirens cuts the air, and I finally see flashes of red and blue reflecting behind the Surf Shack. I moan out my relief, knowing that the sheriff has arrived.

Shawn takes over holding Ellis, and I cross to Jamie, tugging on the jacket of his suit to pull him back. There is an entire crowd of the Collective in front of us. Toward the back, I see Creed and Mike watching on and looking angry. It’s clear that some will never believe us. It doesn’t matter the proof.

At the same time, the people who helped us fight the fire at the Surf Shack move closer to our side, glaring at Mancini. Judging him. Distancing themselves from him. I’m stunned by this, but also grateful.

“Clear a path,” Sheriff Castillo announces as he walks over from the parking lot. Tech is at his side, wide-eyed and worried. As they round the remains of the Surf Shack with several officers, the sheriff stops to look sideways at the destruction. When he turns to us, he’s gutted. His mouth downturned, his eyes weak.

I nod, letting him know that I see him. That I’m glad he’s here.

The sheriff swallows hard, then turns to approach the group on the beach.

As he does, Tech comes running over to hug me, murmuring how sorry he is for being late. Ellis limps forward with Shawn to stand with us, also seeming relieved to the see the sheriff.

“Earlier today,” the sheriff announces to the gathered crowd, “my department and I met with the DA and a judge. In the morning, we will hold a press conference to announce an investigation into Alessandro Mancini for the suspected murders of Florence Marsten, Gina Tamayo, and Felix Mancini.”

It’s like my chest breaks open with relief. The shock of being heard. Of the wheels of justice turning, even if I know they’ll be slow. But it worked. The truth is finally coming into the light.

“There’s more,” Jamie adds. He pulls the USB out of his pocket to hold it up for the sheriff. “I’m sure there’s some great reading material on here.”

“What is that?” Mancini asks, squinting as he looks at Jamie. He waves away the concern. “This kid has been causing all kinds of trouble at the resort,” he tells the sheriff. “You can’t trust him.”

But Jamie’s dad seems to know exactly what his son has done. He takes out his phone, and turns away as he calls someone.

“I can testify,” Matteo says as he walks slowly toward the sheriff. His voice cracks, and I know he’s scared. I know he’s breaking his life apart right now. “My father hired people from the Sunset Docks to help him, had a hit out on Ellison Acosta. I saw the papers.” He looks at his father, his jaw flexing. “I know his business,” Matteo adds.

In response, Alessandro tightens his jaw, fists curled tightly at his sides.

“These are the guys who burned down the Surf Shack,” Matteo points out. “They also work for my dad.”

The sheriff notices the two men laid out on the deck, and as one of them starts to get up, his eyes widen. The sheriff quickly pulls his gun, leveling it on the men.

“Don’t move,” the sheriff yells. He touches his radio. “This is Sheriff Castillo,” he says. “We’ve located the detainees. Send backup units immediately to Paradise Beach.” He glances over at the Surf Shack. “And find out where the hell our fire units are.”

When he turns to me again, his face is filled with loss, and I know he’s thinking about my mother. Her dream—at least part of it—is gone.

“This is an outrage,” Mancini shouts as officers start to surround him. He can see he’s in serious trouble. “I had nothing to do with any of this. Any of these false and slanderous accusations. You all need to—”

“Enough, Alessandro,” Cecelia Miles calls out.

I’m surprised to see her, not realizing she had been here all along. She steps out from the crowd, her dress stained with ash. She must have attempted to put out the fire.

“I’ve heard enough,” she says, shaking her head. “I’ve stood by and watched you saunter through the halls, watched you make deals you tell us nothing about, and now…” She motions to the Surf Shack. “You just destroyed a symbol of Cape Hope. I am done with your bullshit,” she says, sounding exhausted. “The board and I will see to it that you’re out. You will no longer be associated with the Augustus Resort. Or our lawyers,” she adds.

“You will do no such thing,” he shouts. “You can’t just push me out!”

It’s then that Jamie’s dad reaches to touch Mancini’s shoulder, whispering something private. Mancini’s face falls, and he turns back to Cecelia. They stare at each other, and then Mancini begins to quickly hustle his way back toward the resort.

Sheriff Castillo presses his radio again. “Units be advised that Alessandro Mancini is returning to the Augustus. You can go ahead and arrest him there.” When the sheriff turns to Brent Matthews, Jamie’s dad puts up his hands.

“My lawyer is on his way,” he says easily.

“Great,” the sheriff replies. “He can meet you down at the station.”

More sirens and lights, and then it’s a flurry of firefighters and medics rushing toward us. The two fake detectives are taken back into custody, and I assume Mancini is arrested at the resort when I see lights flashing along the building. Jamie’s dad leaves willingly with the sheriff, never once looking back at his son.

As the rich folks head up to the resort, a few offer their condolences and their apologies. I’m grateful. And I’m grateful that they got to see what greed accomplishes—destruction.

After offering her own apologies, Jordan says goodbye to Shawn and starts back up toward the resort. She is comforting Hailey, who by now must know her own father and his Sunset Docks are part of a crime syndicate.

I’m surprised, though, when I find Cecelia Miles still on the beach, as if waiting for me. I walk over to her, looking back once to see my father being attended to by EMTs. Ellis is already on his way to the hospital to be treated, along with Jamie for his reinjured arm.

“I’m truly sorry,” Cecelia tells me as I approach. “I really had no idea about… any of this.” She motions around us. “And certainly not about my sister’s death. I’ve been in business with a murderer for half my life, and it took a group of Chasers to set things right. I should be ashamed. I should have known sooner.”

I’m not sure how to respond, but I’m not letting her off the hook entirely. “We’re not just Chasers,” I correct. “We’re locals. We’ve lived here our whole lives. You knew Mancini was buying up Cape Hope, and you did nothing to stop it,” I tell her. “And Brent Matthews? He’s involved in the cover-up.”

At this, she winces. “I doubt Brent can be directly linked to anything, of that I’m fairly certain. At least, not in a legal sense. You see, people like him are smart. I’m not saying this lightly,” she adds. “Everyone around him can die or be indicted—but a smart man knows how to make it out unscathed. He’s a virus that stays with you.”

“What will he do to you?” I ask. She laughs.

“Me? Nothing. Brent Matthews works for me. As for Alex, who can say? It’s sickening, really. I’m sure that’s why he went into business with my parents in the first place. He might have killed their daughter, but look? How could he possibly be guilty if they’re working with him? He’s always wanted to be one of us,” she says, shaking her head. “He always wanted that clean money, but to get it, he needed to do the dirty work.”

“Will Mancini get away with it?” I ask. “He has a large family, an entire organization.”

“Oh, no,” she replies, shaking her head. “Alex will do jail time. And when he gets out—if he gets out—his family will welcome him right back. But for now, Alessandro Mancini is gone. I will make sure of it.”

I can’t believe how calmly she accepts this. “And that’s it?” I say. “Life at the Augustus Resort goes on as if nothing happened? Just another hurricane.”

“Of course not,” she snaps, seeming genuinely hurt. “Not at all. You seem to forget, my sister was murdered, and then we were lied to. There will be an entire investigation to navigate. At the same time… someone has to keep steering the ship. Even in a storm. These are imperfect times, Noa. We stop the ones we can, when we can. Sometimes you just have to take the win.”

I can’t believe she’d say that to me right now, standing on the beach in front of what used to be the Surf Shack.

“Sorry, but I don’t really feel like a winner here,” I tell her, nodding toward the wreckage that was my home. Cecelia’s expression falters, and then she takes a step forward to grip my hands.

“We’ll make this right for your family,” she says. “You have my word.”

I want to tell her that her word means nothing to me, except… I believe her. For whatever it’s worth, I believe her.

She squeezes my hands once before dropping them. “Let your father know I’ll be in touch with him tomorrow. And if you need a place to stay tonight, I can—”

“We’ll be fine tonight,” I tell her, not because I know we will be, but because I don’t want to be anywhere near that resort right now.

Cecelia seems to understand, and turns to leave, sauntering slowly back toward the resort.

There is no way to know if things will change. Even if the charges stick and Mancini goes away forever, what about the other Collective? Someone will need to take his place.

Who knows if we’ll end up with worse.

Over the next two hours, I watch firefighters and police record and photograph the scene from the dock, gathering proof of the arson that destroyed the Surf Shack.

I overhear one firefighter say the earlier rain had wet the wood, slowing the fire’s progression. That we were lucky.

Lucky.

The damage to the Surf Shack is extensive. We’ll need to tear it down completely, and possibly our home. But at least a few of my things might still be salvageable inside. Photos of my mother, old memories. I guess that is a bit lucky.

While both Ellis and Jamie were taken to the hospital, I watch as my father leaves with the sheriff to get his statement at the precinct. Alongside them is Matteo, which is pretty strange to see, honestly. But I’m proud that Matteo really is willing to testify against his father. I know that had to be a tough decision to make.

I say goodbye to Tech when his mother arrives to pick him up. Angela rushes over to give me a big hug, crying just as hard as any of us. She tells me she’ll go to the hospital to check on Ellis. She smiles and says it’s good to have our boy home again.

Eventually, everyone is gone. I walk to sit on the edge of the dock with a wool blanket from the EMTs wrapped around my body. My feet dangle over the water. The night is quiet, although I can still hear the crackling of hot embers from my home. There’s the sound of a car turning into the parking lot, and I turn that way. A taxi drives off.

Jamie rounds the corner, back from the hospital. He pauses a moment to survey the damage to my home, and then he walks down the dock toward me. He doesn’t say anything as he sits down next to me on the edge. He’s not wearing a jacket and his dress shirt is ripped and smeared in blood. His tie is missing. He holds up his newly bandaged arm.

“Only eight stiches had to be replaced,” he says. “I think I’m getting tougher.”

I meet his eyes, those sweet, brown eyes, and then I completely fall apart and cry as he holds me.





CHAPTER THIRTY

—JAMIE

Sun streams in from the windows of the lower deck of my father’s yacht. I turn over, still sore from… well, from everything. My arm throbs with new stiches. I climb out of bed and enter the skinny corridor, the other bedroom doors closed as I make my way to the upper deck. Noa is in one of the rooms, hopefully still asleep. Her father and brother also stayed on the yacht, their family home all but destroyed.

After my father was brought to the police station for questioning, along with his lawyer, my mother came down to the dock to speak to me. She apologized and asked me to come back to the resort with her. I wasn’t ready for that. I asked her instead if I could stay on my father’s yacht—it was the least they could do—and she agreed. I know I’ll have to talk with her later today. I might even have to speak to my father again eventually, although I’m not going to do that without witnesses. Brent Matthews is a dangerous guy.

But I’m not afraid of him anymore. I can’t guarantee he’ll ever be charged with a crime, if he’ll ever see justice, but I know the bad press will be a killer for him. He won’t be able to bury the story this time, and he deserves every second of misery it brings him. However, it guts me that my sister will be collateral damage. I’ve already called my grandfather, and he promised to be there for Astrid if she needed him. Same with me. I told him I’ve missed him.

As I get into the kitchen, I find Noa’s brother, Ellis, there with a mug of coffee. He jumps up when he sees me, clutching his side for a moment, before apologizing for wandering around the boat alone. I let him know it’s fine and pour myself a cup of coffee. I join him at the table.

When I do, I smile. “I’m so glad to see you alive, man,” I say, making him chuckle. He winces, holding his side again. Luckily, it was just a graze.

“I could say the same for you,” he says. “You disappeared yourself. But it’s good to have you back in Cape Hope, James.”

“Jamie,” I correct.

“Jamie,” he repeats, like I’m fancy. “You got taller,” he adds, looking me over. Noticing my eye. “Did Noa punch you in the face when she saw you again too?”

“Nope,” I tell him, taking a sip. “But she did steal and wreck my boat.”

“Oh no…” Ellis says with a laugh. “I would have rather taken the punch.”

“Same.” We sit quietly for moment, and then I look at Ellis again. “Are you sticking around?” I ask him point-blank. I don’t want anything to hurt Noa, and her brother leaving again would do just that.

“Yeah, I’m back,” he says with a smile. “How about you?”

“No place I’d rather be,” I say, meaning it.

“I’m glad to hear it,” Noa says, startling us both.

She walks out in one of my oversized T-shirts with basketball shorts, her hair an absolute knot of tangles, and smudges of smoke still dotting her face. She grabs a bottle of water and comes to lean against the kitchen counter, looking over at her brother.

“All right,” she says to him. “I know you already told the police, but it’s time for my version. Why did you abandon us like that?”

Ellis winces, looking down at his coffee cup on the table. “I was trying to save the Surf Shack,” he says. “When Dad told me about the loan with Mancini, I knew it would end badly. I couldn’t let that happen to Mom’s dream. Felix and I… we put together a plan. We had to find the one thing Alessandro Mancini was scared of…”

“The Starline Hotel,” Noa says, and he nods.

“At first we couldn’t find it,” Ellis continues, “but I knew time was running out to save the Shack. So Felix and I went to see him. Although we hadn’t found Rum Runner Island, we had a pretty good idea of where it was. We faked it. We went to Mancini and told him we’d been there. That he lied about the Starline, even though I had no actual proof. Still, we demanded he rip up the loan and back off the people of Cape Hope. He agreed.” Ellis shakes his head, throwing up his hands. “Felix and I couldn’t believe it—Mancini actually agreed and had us sign NDAs.” His expression falters.

“Too easy,” I say, and Ellis nods.

“Too easy,” he repeats. “A few weeks later, Felix came rushing down from the resort. He told me we had a problem. He’d overheard Mancini talking to the owner of the Sunset Docks. He asked one of his men to take me out. He told him to burn down the Surf Shack once I was dead.”

Noa shifts uncomfortably, horrified at the threat they were facing.

“What could I do?” Ellis says, looking over at her. “I packed up and left, but there was nowhere to go. I didn’t have money, a place to stay. At first, I’d camp out in the Everglades and Felix would bring me supplies. We kept searching for Rum Runner, and then… one day… we were out after a small storm and we found it. We actually found the Starline Hotel. At that point, I had the leverage—proof it will still there—meaning Mancini lied to the cops from the start. With that, it was time to renegotiate our terms,” Ellis adds.

“That wasn’t very smart,” Noa says, shaking her head.

“Clearly,” he says. “Felix went to him, and Mancini wanted to meet me in person. Seemed the safest place to do that was at the Starline.” He lowers his eyes. “We just… we underestimated him. It should have been me instead of Felix.”

“It should have been none of you,” Noa says immediately.

He shrugs like he’s not sure he believes her, and I feel for the guy. It’s a messed-up thing to lose someone, but having to witness it… I can’t imagine.

“I really thought it was almost over,” he says quietly. “And then… he killed him. I can’t tell you how much I miss him. I don’t even have those words. But I will say, I always planned to make Alessandro Mancini pay. I just had to find a way home first.”

“And what about the sheriff?” Noa asks. “What role did he have in this? Because he’s been really annoying.”

Ellis sniffs a laugh, a slight break in the grief. “He did what he could,” Ellis says. “He didn’t know who he could trust in his department, so we decided it was best if Felix passed along my messages. The sheriff knew I was alive, of course—I’d let him know that pretty quickly. And he and Felix were trying to make arrangements to break the story, playing out different scenarios. Sometimes they’d loop Dad in, but… I asked them all to keep you out of it, Noa.”

“I wish you would have trusted me,” she says. “My life has been hell worrying about you, being gaslit by everyone. You should have just told me.”

“In the end,” he says, “I lost anyway. No matter how hard I fought, they took Felix from me. And Mancini made good on his promise to burn down the Surf Shack.”

“We’ll rebuild,” Noa says, coming to put her arm over his shoulders. “I’m just glad you’re home. I’m glad this nightmare is over. But next time you keep secrets from me,” she warns, “your eye is going to look worse than his.” She points at me, and the three of us burst out laughing.

And it feels good, even if it’s just a moment. A moment to feel real again inside all this tragedy.

As Noa and her brother continue to catch up, I smile, comfortable in the room. More comfortable with them than I’ve felt in my own home for a long while. Although the minute I think about that, I consider Astrid.

“I’ll be right back,” I tell them, and excuse myself back to my room.

Once there, I close the door and pull out my phone, my hands unsteady. It’s barely eight in the morning, but I know she’ll be up. She answers on the first ring.

“Why are you calling and not texting me?” she asks, trying to sound annoyed, but there’s relief underneath it, like she’s been waiting for me to reach out.

“Because I wanted to hear your cranky voice,” I answer, trying to sound casual. But as soon as the words leave my mouth, I feel it—a sharp, hollow ache in my chest, like something important is slipping away, and I can’t hold on. I sink down into the nearest chair.

There’s a beat of silence on the other end before she speaks again, her voice small and uncertain. “Mom wouldn’t tell me what happened last night,” she says. “But I saw the building on the beach burned down. Is that where you’ve been staying?”

“Yes,” I say simply.

“Did someone really set it on fire?”

“Yes,” I repeat.

“That’s so wrong,” she murmurs, and I feel a pang of guilt twist in my gut. She doesn’t deserve to be tangled up in this mess. She’s still a kid. “People around the resort are talking about coming down there to help clean up,” she says. “I’d come too, but we’re leaving today.”

The words land like a punch in my stomach. “What do you mean?” I ask. “Where are you going?”

“Mom said we’re heading to California for the rest of the summer to see Grandma and Grandpa. Wait…” Alarm creeps into her voice. “You’re not coming with us?”

I close my eyes. Of course my mother is running away from this. I’m too old to send away this time, so she’s the one leaving.

“No,” I tell my sister. “I’m sorry, Astrid. I’m not coming with you.”

I hear her inhale sharply, like she’s trying to hold herself together, but her voice breaks anyway. “Why?” she asks, and the question wounds me. “You said we’d have the summer together. You promised, Jamie.”

“I know I did,” I say quietly, hating myself for not being able to keep that promise. “I tried. I really did.”

She starts to cry, and it nearly breaks me. “Listen,” I say, trying to keep my voice steady. “I’ll come see you when you get back from California, okay? You can take me to the coldest lake you can find, and I’ll jump in first.”

I try to make her smile, but the words feel hollow. She doesn’t laugh. Not this time. Her voice is small and distant now, barely audible. “I’d ask you to promise,” she says, “but it doesn’t matter. You always break your promises now.”

“Not this time,” I say, my voice shaking with something fierce—something raw. “I promise. I swear to you, I will be the first person you see when you get back to Connecticut. I don’t care if I have to wait on the front lawn for hours.”

She’s silent for a moment. I don’t know what she’s thinking, but when she speaks again, it’s barely a whisper. “Okay.”

A tear slips down my cheek, and I let it fall. I don’t wipe it away. “I’m sorry I’ve been such a bad brother, Astrid,” I tell her. “I’m sorry I’m such a disappointment.”

“You’re not a bad brother, you idiot,” she tells me. “You’re the best brother and that’s why I’m so mad at you.”

I squeeze my eyes tighter before sniffling and thanking her. “You’re the best pain-in-the-ass sister, too,” I tell her.

“And don’t say you’re a disappointment,” she adds, sounding clearer. “That’s a Dad word. You’re just… messy. Yeah, you’re just a little messy, Jamie.”

I sniff a laugh. “I am,” I agree.

“I have to go now,” she tells me. “We’re going to have breakfast when Mom gets back, and I haven’t brushed my teeth yet. I’ll text you when we get to Grandma’s.”

“You better,” I say.

My sister murmurs goodbye and hangs up. I sit for a moment, lonely and a little heartsick. Why is it so hard to be with the people you care about sometimes? Why are there so many ethical choices involved? I care about my little sister, but I can’t go to California with them. I need to start my life, figure out who I am. I just wish the choice was a little easier.

There’s a soft knock on the door of my cabin. “Come in,” I say. The door opens a crack, and Noa pops her head in. She looks a bit stressed.

“Uh…” she says. “I just met your mom. She’s waiting for you on the dock.”

I hold her gaze, my stomach twisting around the idea, and then I nod. I knew I would have to face my mom eventually, but I can’t say I’m ready for it. I turned against my father, outing him in front of everyone, and possibly sent him to jail. I can’t imagine I’m her favorite person right now. She’s always taken his side.

I stand up, and Noa comes in to wrap herself around me, giving me a hug that I sorely needed.

“If it’s any consolation,” she says, her cheek to my chest, “she was really nice to me.”

I smile, because in a weird way, it does help.

I pull back to look down at her. “After this, I think we should get some things for the boat, maybe have a little party later.”

She smiles, and if she’d do anything to make me happy right now. “Sure.”

I walk out and head upstairs. I pass Ellis, and he nods at me as I walk outside onto the deck. The sun is shining again, as if yesterday’s rainstorm never happened. It’s warm, even now. I see my mother standing with her back to me, dressed in a summer dress and sneakers, no power suit or corporate wear. Her hair pulled back in a loose ponytail.

I climb down off the boat and when I hit the dock, she spins around to look at me. Her eyes quickly scan me with concern, focusing on my arm again.

“How many this time?” she asks, coming closer.

“Eight,” I tell her. “I’m getting better at this, right?”

She laughs although she doesn’t want to. She stops in front of me, and for the first time, I see her. I see the lines around her eyes that used to be from smiling, the lines around her mouth that have deepened from frowning. She’s all at once a powerful woman and a lost girl. Somehow, I can see all that in her now.

“I’m sorry,” I tell her, and she shakes her head.

“No,” she says, and my anxiety spikes. “I don’t want your apology.”

I swallow hard, lowering my eyes to the wood slats under my feet.

“I’m the one who’s sorry, Jamie,” she says, drawing my gaze again. “I should have left your father years ago. It wasn’t that I didn’t believe you; it was that I believed he could change. But… when you’re in the middle of something, it’s sometimes hard to have a clear view of what’s ahead or even behind. We… I,” she corrects, “have mistreated you. I know that now.”

Her eyes well up and so do mine. There are a lot of things I can hold against her at this point, but really… all I ever wanted was for her to love me again. For us to be a family again.

“I’m not saying you’re perfect, because you do fuck up a lot,” she adds, and we both laugh through our tears. “But…” she continues, “I’m so sorry for not protecting you from his words, which I know hurt you so badly. I promise, I will never make that mistake again. I… I’m leaving him, Jamie. For better or for worse, but when it comes to my kids, it’s only for the better. I should have realized that a long time ago.”

I’m not sure what to say. I’m happy, definitely. I’m relieved. I’m even a little avenged, I guess. But my mother has spent the better part of her life with that man, and I know it won’t be easy to extricate herself from him. I’m scared to trust her yet. Life can be complicated that way.

“Astrid told me about California,” I say, my voice a little unsteady. My mother nods, smiling softly.

“I’m going home for a little while,” she says. “See my parents, remember who I am. I think Astrid will like it there. It’ll be nice change from these stuffy resorts.”

“I suppose,” I agree. “And, uh… when you come back?”

She holds my eyes, knowing what I’m really asking. “You are always welcome to spend time with your sister, Jamie. She loves you.”

My mother starts to fully cry, unable to fight it back. Her words come out in little sobs.

“I know how much you love her, and I’m so grateful for that. I really am. I love you, Jamie.”

And now I’m crying with her. “I love you, too, Mom. I’ve always loved you, even when I was mad at you.”

My mother reaches over to grab my shirt and pull me into a hug. She cries into my shoulder, and I have to say that I haven’t cried in my mother’s arms since I was a baby. But I do, and she’s there for me. Holy shit—I had no idea how much I still needed my mom.

After an embarrassing amount of time, my mother draws a tissue pack from her purse and hands me one as she dots her cheeks. I wipe away my tears and shove the tissue in my back pocket.

“Now,” she says, straightening up. “Any chance you want to come to California, or…” She glances over at the yacht.

“I don’t think so,” I tell her, smiling. “I’m going to stay here for a while. Help them rebuild the Surf Shack.”

“I figured,” she says with a grin. “She’s lovely, by the way. Noa? She’s quite lovely.”

“I know,” I tell her.

My mother takes a look around, and then motions to the boat. “I’m drawing up papers as we speak,” she says. “I’ll be sure this is in your name immediately.”

“Thank you,” I say. I’m a little stunned. I just got a yacht.

My mother starts back down the dock toward the resort, but halfway there, she turns around to look me over one more time. “This place suits you, you know,” she calls out to me. “I think you’ll be happy here.”

We watch each other a moment, both of us realizing this is goodbye. Nothing will ever be the same. I’m an adult now—I’m never really coming home again.

I hold up my hand in a wave, and she does the same before heading back to the resort.

I wait a long moment, not sure how to feel, but when I turn around and see the yacht, a smile creeps over my lips. I just got a fucking yacht.

“Noa!” I shout, breathless, and start moving back toward the boat. “Noa!”

She appears on the deck near the ladder, her brows drawn as worry cuts across her features. “What?” she asks. “What happened?”

But then she sees me, the wide grin on my face, and her panic melts into a smile. “What?” she asks again, like she doesn’t dare hope it’s something awesome.

I leap onto the deck and sweep her into my arms, swinging her around and making her laugh. The sound is sharp and bright, like fucking sunshine, and when I set her down again, I can’t stop looking at her.

She’s everything. The chaos and the calm. My peaceful place.

“I’m not leaving Cape Hope,” I tell her, my voice suddenly heavy with everything I can’t put into words.

Her eyes study mine, this last flash of hesitance. Last hint of protection. “For good?” she asks. “Like, for good.”

“Forever,” I whisper. Then lower, truer, “Also… I think you should know that I’m stupidly and fully in love with you. The reckless sort,” I add with a shrug. “The kind that will let you get away with anything.”

“Like stealing your boat?” she asks with a smile, although there are happy tears in her eyes.

“Oh?” I say, pretending to be confused. “Don’t you mean my yacht?”

Her mouth falls open, and she pushes me backward. “Seriously?” she asks. Then louder, “Seriously?”

“Seriously.”

She rushes to hug me again, the two of us laughing at the ridiculousness of it all.

After a moment, Noa sighs, lacing her fingers behind my neck as she gazes up at me. The green in her eyes catching the sun, soft brown freckles dotting her skin.

“Jamie,” she murmurs. “I am also stupidly and fully in love with you. And more than anything”—a soft smile sneaks across her lips—“I just really want you to kiss me right now.”

I hum out that it’s a good idea, and lean in and do just that.

I kiss her completely and with my whole body, one arm around her waist and my palm on her cheek, keeping her close. My tongue against hers, her fingers in my hair, tiny gasps between each kiss. Each touch consuming.

Like it can never be enough to make up for lost time.





CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

—NOA

(11.5 months later)

I can’t believe Shawn is a kept woman. If there was ever one person I would have predicted to stay wild and free her entire life, it would be Shawnda Callen. And instead, I’m sitting across from Shawn on the new-and-improved waterfront patio of the Surf Shack, watching her feed gummy worms to her girlfriend.

“I’m not trying to be a buzzkill,” I say, “but this is starting to gross me out.”

Shawn laughs and looks sideways at me. “Oh right,” she replies. “Like I never have to watch you and Jamie sucking face on the boat.”

“Sucking face?” I repeat with my lip curled. “Nasty.”

Both Shawn and Jordan laugh. Jordan sets down the cup of ice cream (all the gummy worms now picked out of it), checking the time on her phone.

“I should go,” she says. “Apparently, it’s a big day at the resort. My mother needs me to help her pick out napkins or something equally as pointless.”

“Tell Cece I said hello,” Shawn says, wagging her fingers. Jordan leans down and exchanges a quick kiss with Shawn before heading back up to the Augustus Resort.

“No, I get you,” Shawn tells me after Jordan’s gone, digging her spoon through the ice cream. “We are kind of sickening sometimes.” We both laugh.

I lean back in the chair, surveying the new dining patio for the Surf Shack. Tech’s mother runs the kitchen, the entire establishment employing locals who had been displaced by the Augustus Resort.

In the end, Cecelia Miles made good on her offer. She donated a substantial amount to the rebuilding of the Surf Shack and led the charge to reform the county easements that had been holding us back. She helped us get the proper permits, and now the resort sends their tourists here for boat rentals and surfing instruction—no strings attached. This time, we had an excellent lawyer, who also happens to be Jamie’s mother, review the paperwork.

Of course, I’m sure Cecelia Miles got a hefty tax break for all her charity, but regardless, we have our business back. And our home.

I get up and walk off the patio onto our newly expanded boat dock. I walk over to Jamie’s yacht, and knock on the side. He comes out in his bathing suit, bronzed like a Greek god, his hair surfer long now.

“Apparently there’s some big event at the resort today,” I tell him.

He furrows his brow and grabs a T-shirt to pull on, obstructing my view, before climbing down to meet me on the dock. He puts his arm around me, his skin warm from the sun, and together we turn toward the Augustus Resort.

“Well, Mancini is in prison and my father is still negotiating terms for his trial,” he says. “So I don’t think it’s a homecoming party for either of them.”

Alessandro Mancini was held without bail for months, professing his innocence until he eventually took a plea for the death of Felix Mancini, sentenced to fifteen-to-twenty years. He’s still facing charges for murdering Gina Tamayo, arson, and fraud. And for the death of his fiancé, Florence Marsten.

After Mancini’s arrest, the FBI swarmed the Starline Hotel, followed by the press. For months, it was the top news story: LOST RESORT FOUND AT LAST. But those stories are already fading. As if the Starline Hotel had always been meant to stay lost.

Still, there was an official press conference held by the sheriff’s office. They cleared Gabriel Mendez of the murder of Florence Marsten. Tech’s grandmother was at the sheriff’s side as he spoke, nodding along because she always knew her son was innocent.

As for Jamie’s dad, he has managed to stay out of jail by filing endless continuances and court documents. From what we hear, he won’t spend a single day in prison. He’s really just burning through his own money at this point, trying to clear his name. His company has already been taken off the stock exchange.

For his part, Jamie works for the Surf Shack now, although he’s technically an independent contractor. He charters day trips on his yacht while I handle the surf lessons and Ellis handles the books. My father is enjoying a soft retirement, fishing from The Tarpon. He’s still here every day, micromanaging us, but now he’s finally living his life after years of putting it on hold to keep us afloat.

And occasionally, the sheriff stops by for a beer. Smiling to himself as he watches the water, and hoping that he made his sister proud.

While we built a new restaurant, the Surf Shack itself is almost identical, although we did add a little more charm and a few more square feet. We also added an extra bedroom, and thankfully a second bathroom, but other than that, we tried to recreate what we already had.

And Ellis put up a plaque on the dock, facing the boats and the horizon.

FOR FELIX—MY BROTHER. “YOU SAW IT FIRST, BUT I’LL MEET YOU THERE.”

I don’t think I’ll ever not cry when I walk past it. But I love it, knowing that Felix is still out there, adventuring somewhere.

Jamie lives on his yacht, not exactly roughing it, and I think it’s a great compromise. We have a private area whenever we want with the ocean surrounding us. In a few weeks, his sister and mother are coming to visit. We did spend Christmas with them in Connecticut, which was a bit of a shock for this Florida girl. I’m not about that snow life. Jamie’s mother is doing well, and his sister is thriving. It’s nice to see them happy, and it’s even better since they’re letting Jamie be a part of it.

“Chasers,” Tech yells as he walks out of the Surf Shack office. “Any of you coming to work today or what?”

Tech has been letting his assistant manager title go to his head.

The Chasers vs. the Collective rivalry is all but snuffed out. It’s hard to claim the moral high ground when your leader was an actual murdering psychopath. Now we’re all just Cape Hope townies—but, we still use our nickname once in a while.

“It’s my day off,” Jamie says with a grin, his words barely leaving his lips before he pulls me in for another kiss. His lips are warm, and for a moment, the world fades away—just the salty air and the rhythm of the ocean in the distance. When he finally lets me go, I blink up at him adoringly.

His eyes sweep over me. “You’re just too pretty,” he murmurs, almost apologetically. He backs away slowly, looking miserable to have to leave my side, but it’s the kind of misery that doesn’t seem all that bad.

As he heads over to the counter to talk to Tech, they slap hands, laughing about something with the boat. I can’t hear the joke, but it’s clear they’re close. Not that we steal any more boats. We’re totally reformed. In fact, the Surf Shack is actually turning a profit these days. It’s kind of a miracle.

I glance around, spotting a bag of trash that someone left behind near the dock. I grab it, my fingers brushing the sun-warmed plastic, and start heading toward the dumpster. We’ve been busier than usual lately, but I can’t say I mind. One of the boats moored out front actually belongs to Hailey, who is now estranged from her family and dating one of the resort valets. She’s not exactly chill, but we let her come to Bonfire Beach once in a while.

And even Matteo, who never did have to testify against his father, stops by once in a while with his girlfriend. He seems happy—more confident, but in real way. He’s no longer the asshole from the resort. Now he’s a friend.

I toss the bag of trash away, and when I come back toward the counter, Ellis is walking outside, dragging his fingers through his messy hair. He looks bored out of his mind, his shoulders slumped, his eyes half closed.

“Is there some event happening today at the resort?” he asks, his voice flat. “I’ve gotten about a hundred calls for surf lessons and two charters. A bit much.”

Before I can answer, Shawn appears, breezing in as she sucks down an energy drink. She slides in next to Ellis, giving him a playful shove that makes him laugh and shift over to make room for her.

“Yeah, about that,” Shawn says, her gaze sweeping over all of us before she continues. “Jordan told me they appointed a new board member this morning, and they’re throwing a whole coronation, like she’s some kind of queen.”

“What?” I laugh, shaking my head. “I didn’t hear anything about a new board member. Not that I’m invested in resort politics, but what’s the big deal? Who is she?”

“That’s the thing,” Shawn says. “No one has met her yet. And she’s not just a new board member either. Apparently she bought out Alessandro’s half of the resort. People are stressing.”

“Why?” I ask, genuinely curious.

“Because she’s an outsider,” Shawn points out. “She’s not from here—she doesn’t know anything about the history of Cape Hope. Word is, she’s already talking about expansion. It’s not going to get approved, obviously. Not after what we went through last summer.”

We turn our attention to the Augustus Resort, still a yellow monstrosity at the top of the hill. It’s a looming reminder of everything we don’t want to be. But for now, the Grand Augustus Resort is just another empty shell of ambition—an updated version of the Starline Hotel.

While there will always be people trying to own a piece of our beach, together we have finally carved out our own paradise here on the coast. And we’ll hold on to that for as long as we can.

Chasing the sun, chasing our dreams.





THE STARLINE HOTEL

The marsh watches quietly, as it always does, wrapped in its timeless stillness. The air thickens with the smell of shifting mud. The old hotel, with its faded grandeur, stands like a ghost in the distance. But the marsh knows its secrets, buried deep beneath the overgrowth and rotting walls. It has witnessed them all. It watches the visitors, too, their footsteps careless as they trample over the leaves, unaware of the history they crush under their steps.

And then there is her. The woman. She appears, like so many before her, walking through the damp underbrush, her eyes on the hotel with a glint of something familiar. The marsh stirs, its silent breath quickening as she speaks.

“I would like to buy it,” she says, her voice soft, but certain, as she gazes up at the crumbling structure. There is something in her gaze—the way it lingers on the rotting facade, the way her lips curl into a smile that seems too knowing for someone just seeing it for the first time.

The marsh feels it, the pull, the connection. A memory, buried deep, stirs like a current beneath the stagnant waters. She is no stranger here. The marsh knows her. Her footsteps, even now, seem to echo with a haunting familiarity.

The man beside her laughs, shaking his head, but she does not look away from the hotel. Instead, she raises her chin, as if daring the crumbling walls to resist her. “It’s mine,” she murmurs to herself, barely audible, though the marsh hears it. It is happy to welcome her home.

The hotel may be crumbling, but the marsh, with its endless patience, knows that some things never truly fade. Some things are never really lost. And the woman, with her quiet resolve, will be the one to uncover the final secret left behind.

THE END
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