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    Just in time for the release of the final book in the Virals quintet comes a riveting short story that takes us back to the beginning.


    A dazed Tory Brennan steps off the plane in Charleston. Reeling from the recent death of her mother, and nervous about meeting her dad for the first time, she could hardly be less excited at the prospect of starting this new chapter of her life. With its balmy weather and relaxed Southern atmosphere, South Carolina feels like a foreign country compared to Tory’s native New England. But her worries begin to fade once she lays eyes on rugged, mysterious Morris Island, and three quirky boys who are as lively and curious as Tory herself. Maybe—just maybe—this new home has something wonderful in store for her after all.


    In this glimpse into the world of the Virals before they became Virals, sometimes what seems like an ending is only the start.
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  Chapter 1


  I stood outside on the curb, waiting. Sweating, actually.


  I’d worn a long-sleeved Red Sox hoodie and jeans, appropriate clothing for late fall in Massachusetts, but clearly too much for semitropical South Carolina. There’d been no time to change after stepping off the plane—unsure whether or not I was late, I’d hurried to baggage claim, dragged my two battered suitcases onto a cart, and then hustled out into the stupefying, unnatural mid-November heat.


  And stood there.


  Twenty minutes and counting.


  Back home in Westborough, we’d be prepping the fireplace soon. Unpacking our winter hats and gloves. Not strolling around in shorts and T-shirts like these blond people surrounding me, radiant in their tanned, athletic perfection as they soaked in the morning sunshine.


  Home.


  The word seared my mind.


  I had to stop thinking like that, since I didn’t have one anymore.


  We.


  I had to stop thinking that way, too.


  Unbidden, tears gathered in my eyes. I pushed them back, angry. Determined not to let my emotions overcome me. Not again. Not today. At least not where anyone could see.


  I have a first impression to make.


  Wiping my eyes irritably, I glanced up at an iron clock bolted to the concrete pillar beside me, just above the taxi line sign. Twenty-five minutes.


  Am I going to need a freaking cab?


  I slipped out my iPhone, then cursed softly as I remembered it’d run out of juice on my two-hour flight here. Forgot to charge, then one episode of Scrubs too many.


  Anxiety crept in. Slowly and stealthily, like a jungle cat.


  Everything about this place felt foreign to me. It was more than just the temperature. Scanning the pickup area, I spotted palm trees swaying in the breeze. Heard a symphony of chirping crickets. Complete strangers nodded as they strolled past me, smiling, in no particular hurry. Some even said hello.


  This was not how people acted in Boston, the only city I’d ever known. That stuff could get you punched in the face.


  Carolina.


  Even the name sounded exotic to me.


  What did I know about the South? I could count the number of times I’d left the Bay State on one hand, with fingers to spare. Maine. Vermont. Rhode Island that one summer when I was twelve. Familiar, normal New England locales, not so different from my central Massachusetts home.


  But this place? I felt like I needed a passport. Westborough seemed a million miles away.


  Calm down. You can do this.


  The silent pep talk did nothing to ease my nerves. I was about to meet my father for the first time, face-to-face. A person Mom never told me about—not even his name—in all the years we spent together. A man who’d played no role in my first thirteen years of life, right up to the day of my mother’s funeral, when distant relatives began whispering about what was to be done with me.


  When everything I’d ever known was ripped from my fingers.


  We had spoken over FaceTime, sure. Three times in the last two weeks, while the “arrangements” were being made. Christopher “Kit” Howard was to become my legal guardian. Honestly, he was the only realistic choice.


  Other than my great-aunt Temperance Brennan.


  How’s that for a shock? Turns out, I’m related to someone famous, and never knew. She’d even offered to take me in, though we both knew it wouldn’t work. The Fates had decreed that Kit Howard would parent me through my high school years.


  So now I had a dad. I guess.


  Whatever. Only four years until college.


  That got me thinking about Mom again—the car accident, the doorbell, the sad-eyed police officer—but I shoved the raw memories away. After two weeks of mourning, I was desperate for a reprieve. My tears were spent.


  Another gaggle of passengers exited the airport. They all seemed to have rides waiting.


  Where was this new father of mine?


  How can you be late to pick up your long-lost daughter?


  As if in answer, a mud-streaked Mini Cooper raced around the corner. Tires screeched as the tiny car slowed, then lurched forward, cutting across two lanes to halt directly before me. A boyish-looking man with curly brown hair leaped from the driver’s seat. He wore a Pearl Jam tee, khakis, and the panicked expression of someone who has no idea what he’s doing, but is pretty sure he’s done it wrong.


  “Victoria?” he called across the hood. “Er. I mean, Tory? Tory Brennan?”


  He winced as if he’d just made a second strike. Which he kinda had.


  “That’s me.” Voice flat, trying to keep my roiling emotions in check. “Hello.”


  “Hi.” Then he stood there, staring dumbly, as if he didn’t know what to say next. Maybe he’d never gotten this far in his head.


  I understood. There was no script for this scenario. No rulebook on how to greet a close family member you’ve never met before but intend to share a home with, effective immediately.


  So we stared at each other. Behind him, a shuttle bus roared toward the exit.


  “I’m Kit,” he blurted, breaking the awkward silence. “I mean, Christopher Howard. Your father,” he sputtered. Then Kit shook his head, as if certain he’d finally struck out. “It’s nice to finally meet you in person,” he finished lamely.


  Spotting my bags, Kit shot forward. But he moved too fast, whacking his knee on the fender as he rounded the vehicle. Kit grabbed his leg, flushing beet red. A four-letter word curled his lips, but after glancing at me, he choked it back.


  I suppressed a smile. This guy might be a total doofus, but he was clearly more nervous than I was. Which was oddly comforting.


  “Sorry I’m late,” Kit managed finally, still grimacing as he rubbed his injured limb. “Flight status said you’d be delayed an hour, but then it changed suddenly and you were already on the ground.”


  He dug out his phone and thrust its screen at my face, as if to prove his point. But the app was displaying the correct landing time, nearly a half hour ago.


  “I mean, the stupid info changed. Without warning.” Kit glared at the device as if it had personally betrayed him, then shoved it back into his pocket. “I should’ve come early anyway.”


  “It’s no big deal,” I said, trying to give him an out. “We probably made up time in the air. Airlines always get that stuff wrong.”


  He nodded in thanks. “Your bags. I’ll get them.”


  Before I could warn him, Kit grabbed both suitcases and tried to lift them at once. But he clearly underestimated their weight. The first one dropped like a stone, nearly smashing his foot, while the second bag toppled the cart before slamming into the side of his vehicle.


  For a beat, Kit simply stared at the carnage.


  “Maybe one at a time?” I suggested. “And maybe open the trunk first?” Internally, I was debating whether I wanted to get into the car with this man. Kit needed to calm down a lot before he could safely drive.


  “Right.” Kit shook his head. “Trunk.” He reached for his keys, then realized they were still dangling from the ignition. An exasperated look crossed his face.


  Kit closed his eyes. Took a deep breath. Ran a hand over his face. Then his lids slid open and he gave me a wry smile. “I’m going to start this over,” he said, meeting my eye directly for the first time. “Hello, Tory Brennan. I’m Kit Howard. And I’m very sorry I’m late.”


  He stuck out his hand. I shook.


  There. Meeting my father, complete.


  “I was very sorry to hear about Colleen,” he continued in a gentle voice. “Your mother and I hadn’t spoken in years, obviously, but I remember her well. She was a good soul. Kind. I’m heartbroken for you and her family. I know that doesn’t make things any better, but I want you to know anyway. I wish we’d learned of each other under better circumstances.”


  His words surprised me. Unlike nearly everyone else, Kit hadn’t flinched from addressing my mother’s death directly. Nor had he tried to convince me that everything would magically be okay. I appreciated that. I couldn’t handle any more ridiculous conversations that danced around the reality that my mother was dead, she wasn’t coming back, and it was always, always going to hurt. My father, at least, seemed to understand.


  Who was this man, who couldn’t make it on time to our first ever meeting but communicated with me better than people I’d known my whole life?


  “And I’m sorry we’re strangers.” Kit leaned back against his car, a touch of heat entering his voice. “That decision wasn’t given to me, though I accept why Colleen chose the way she did. But I want you to know, it wouldn’t have been this way had I known.”


  I nodded curtly. Looked away.


  There was only so much honesty I could take right then.


  “It’s fine,” I said in a level voice. “I don’t blame you.” Both mostly true.


  Kit seemed about to say more, but must have thought better of it. Instead, he walked back around the car and popped the trunk. Only one of my suitcases would fit inside, much to his chagrin. After a bit of maneuvering, we were able to jam the second into the car’s narrow backseat, but only at the expense of my legroom.


  “Sorry about this.” Kit was frowning at the clown car arrangement as he delivered his third apology of the morning. “First thing tomorrow, I’ll trade it in for something bigger.”


  My hands flew up in protest. “Oh no! It’s fine. Please don’t give up your car for me.”


  “No,” Kit said firmly, buckling his seat belt. “Should’ve done it yesterday. This thing doesn’t work well for me anymore, either. Not where I live. Where we live, I mean. I get stuck in the mud once a week.”


  I almost didn’t want to ask. “The mud?”


  Kit turned the key. We both cringed as the engine squealed.


  “It’s already running,” he explained needlessly. “The car.”


  “Yes.” Slight pause. “Do you need a minute? Before we go?”


  To my surprise, he laughed out loud. “So I don’t drive straight into a bridge abutment?”


  I snorted despite myself. “Something like that.”


  Kit ran a hand through his mop of curly hair. He kept the car in park. “Perhaps you’ve noticed that I’m a little nervous.”


  I grinned faintly. “A touch.”


  He chuckled, some of the tension leaving his shoulders. When he spoke again, it was as if we were peers. “Man, I have no idea what I’m doing. I’ve never even had a dog, much less a teenage daughter.” His eyes were wide in disbelief. Then he started, realizing what he’d said. His head whipped toward me. “Not that I’m comparing you to a pet, of course!”


  “No,” I said quickly, not offended in the slightest. “I know what you meant.”


  He nodded in gratitude, but couldn’t seem to stop talking without a filter. “I mean, my God! I’m going to be your… your dad. This is so… nuts. I’m in no way prepared for this job.”


  “Don’t worry,” I said in a soothing voice. Weirdly, I felt like the adult in the conversation. “It’s not like I’ve had a dad before. There’s no act to follow.”


  He gazed at me intently. “Do you want to call me that? Dad? Is that what we do?”


  I stiffened. “Let’s just stick with Kit for now. Okay?”


  “Yes. Of course. Absolutely.” He seemed to realize how he’d been rambling. “Tory, you absolutely must know that I’m happy you’re coming to live with me. Thrilled. I refused to consider any other arrangement. I don’t want you to think—”


  “Kit.”


  “Yes.”


  I smiled, but my tone was serious. “I know. I heard, and can already tell. Just keep being honest with me. I like that better than you pretending to be some sitcom father.”


  He sighed with genuine relief. “That I can do. You’re a smart kid, Tory. I have no idea how to impersonate a dad anyway. Let’s do the thing where we just act like ourselves, and go from there.”


  “I like this plan.” A pause. “What was that earlier about mud?”


  Kit shifted into drive. “Yes. Well.”


  He cast a furtive glance my way as we pulled away from the curb.


  “How do you feel about island living?”


  Chapter 2


  It was an uncomfortable ride.


  Wedged into the passenger seat, I stared out the window with both knees pressed against my chest, lost in thought as we rolled through the unfamiliar terrain. The sun was a brilliant yellow orb hanging in a perfect Carolina-blue sky. As we crossed mile after mile of lush, grassy swampland—everything green and yellow and tan—I couldn’t shake the feeling that my old life was slowly fading away, never to return. The idea made me sad.


  Kit called this area the Lowcountry, and he wasn’t lying. I didn’t see so much as a steep hill as we crossed a dozen waterways and several large islands, headed for God-knows-where.


  Seagulls and cranes. Green, brackish water. Swaying reeds. Crisp salt air.


  So much of it was foreign to me. What was this place?


  “Morris Island is… special,” Kit explained as we crossed a low concrete bridge to a colorful seaside town named Folly Beach. The place had three stoplights, tops. As we cruised along the main drag, a limitless blue expanse appeared dead ahead.


  We’d reached the Atlantic Ocean, but somehow weren’t there yet.


  “I thought Charleston was, like—” I waved a hand aimlessly, struggling for the right words, “—a city. You know? With lots of people, and stuff.”


  “Huh?” Kit shot me a confused look, then his eyes widened in understanding. “Oh! No. This isn’t Charleston out here.” He chuckled, turning left and heading north along the spine of a skinny barrier island. “I don’t live downtown. Far from it, actually.”


  The ocean was to our right, mere yards away. I spotted open water on the left side of the road as well, beyond a triple row of vacation homes marching alongside the street. A mile farther up, the land thinned to a single line of houses. Then even those fell away.


  “I live in a pretty unique place.” Kit pointed to a sign announcing the end of the public road, but didn’t stop, pulling through the final cul-de-sac, over its curb, and onto a shady strip of unmarked blacktop hidden from easy view. We crossed a bridge, then followed the pavement as it disappeared into heavy brush. “Welcome to Morris Island.”


  I raised an eyebrow. “There’s nothing here.”


  “Not much, I admit.” He was watching me from the corner of his eye, gauging my reaction. Which only deepened my unease.


  Nobody had mentioned that Kit lived off the grid, beyond the end of the road, like some kind of hermit, or maybe a psychopath. And he was clearly aware of that fact.


  “It’s about where I work,” Kit began, navigating the Mini through a maze of scrub grass. “You remember me talking about that, right?”


  “You’re a marine biologist. A professor.” I knew that much. Not that he apparently lived inside a remote sand cave, or in a tent on some deserted beach, but it was something.


  “For LIRI,” he confirmed. “The Loggerhead Island Research Institute. I specialize in the sea turtles and dolphins that live and breed off the South Carolina coast. I study them. Treat them when they’re injured. Generally make a nuisance of myself.”


  I nodded. Kit and I weren’t close enough yet for me to tell him how cool I thought that was—and how much I wanted to do something similar—but it was true. Kit discussing his work during our phone calls had been the first thing that warmed me to him. Had helped me begin to truly consider the idea of a South Carolina life for myself.


  “So this is Loggerhead Island?” I asked, eyeing the surrounding wilderness.


  “No,” Kit said quickly as we emerged from the high grasses into a field of low, scruffy sand dunes. “Loggerhead’s a thirty-minute boat trip from here.”


  My shoulders slumped in dismay. “We need a boat to get home?”


  “No, no!” Kit shook his head, rushing to explain. Then he pursed his lips. “Well, yes, actually. At times. But not the way you’re thinking.” He spun a finger in air. “This is Morris Island, where I live. I work at the institute, which is on Loggerhead Island, farther off the coast. My job is the whole reason I stay out here. It’s easier to get to the lab and back.”


  I scanned the horizon anxiously. Hadn’t spotted a man-made structure since we’d crossed the bridge. Panic bubbled up inside me. I gave my father a sharp look. “You have a house, right, Kit? With walls? A roof? Running water? I don’t mind living in the sticks, but I’m not camping—”


  He waved a hand to cut me off. “Yes, a house. And no, not alone. Look.”


  He pointed ahead to where a lonely building poked from the dunes. For a hot second I thought it was some kind of mansion, standing there all by itself—at this point, nothing felt off the table—but as we drew near, I realized it was a tidy housing complex.


  There was nothing else around it.


  “That’s it?” Trying to keep my voice steady.


  This is the dictionary definition of “the middle of nowhere.”


  “Ten units,” Kit said cheerfully, pulling into a lot behind the building and pressing his garage door opener. The second door from the right began to rise. “Forty neighbors total. I’m Numero Dos. We are, I mean.”


  “Is there…” I craned my neck left and right, searching for any other sign of civilization. “Is there anything else?”


  “Not on Morris.” Kit maintained his peppy tone, but I could tell he was monitoring my reactions closely. “The rest of this island is protected as a nature preserve. No construction allowed. The state owns both Morris and Loggerhead, and built these townhouses for key staff working out at LIRI. Otherwise, there wouldn’t be anything here at all.”


  “Nothing else.” My spirits sank into my shoes. “Just this.”


  “And the best beach in Charleston,” Kit retorted, still forcing cheer into his voice. “Morris Island is absolutely gorgeous, Tory. It’d be a travesty to spoil it with tourists and condos. We have the nicest front yard in America, you’ll see.”


  “Yeah. Sounds… great.”


  Dear God, can I get out of this?


  Kit sensed my obvious reluctance. “Hold on, I have an idea.” Instead of pulling into the garage, he spun the Mini around and parked behind the building. “Let’s take a look before we go inside, what do you say?”


  I shrugged. “Look at what?”


  “At why I choose to live here.” Kit opened his door and stepped outside. Without other options, I followed suit, trailing him reluctantly around the corner of the building.


  Then my breath caught.


  Wow.


  Before me, a rectangle of vibrant green grass stretched to a short slope, which tumbled down to a gorgeous white-sand beach below. There, gentle waves lapped against the pilings of a sturdy wooden dock that marched out into the ocean. A handful of small boats were tied up along its length. Beyond the pier, blue-green water stretched as far as the eye could see, rivaled only by the towering majesty of the cloud-dotted sky.


  It was… spectacular.


  The sun reflected radiantly off the water. Slow, lazy breakers rolled in like an advancing army. Seabirds flew in long formations, cawing and swooping, coasting on thermals before dive-bombing the waves in search of their next meals.


  I felt something blossom inside me. A seed of contentment, opening. Taking root.


  This was a place I could love. Where I could live.


  Kit was watching me take it all in. “Like I said, living on the boundary has its perks.”


  I was about to agree when a door creaked open behind us. Then a buttery Southern voice practically squealed, “Is that her? Oh my goodness, let me see! Let me see!”


  I spun to see an elegant blonde woman hurrying down the steps of Unit 2. She wore a snug yellow sundress and impractical heels. Blue eyes. Cherry-red lipstick. The woman was tall and thin, and undeniably beautiful. Yet I had a sudden impulse to turn and run.


  Kit shot me a sheepish glance. “Okay, so I didn’t get to tell you about my girlfriend yet. Her name is Whitney, and she was determined—”


  The woman stopped as if poleaxed, her face cratering into a comical pout. “You didn’t tell her about me?”


  “There wasn’t a good opportunity,” Kit said, darting forward to snag her hand, trying to watch us both at once. “Tory’s flight was early—”


  “On time,” I noted.


  “—not late, as expected. So we got kinda rushed, and I didn’t—”


  “Tell your daughter about the woman you love?” Whitney interrupted shrilly, eyes snapping shut as she placed a hand against her chest. With a start, I realized she was near tears.


  Who is this drama queen?


  Kit started to protest, but Whitney’s hand rose to cut him off as she gathered herself. Then, eyelids fluttering, she practically leaped forward, wrapping me in a bone-crushing hug. My eyes bugged as this complete stranger attempted to squeeze the life out of me.


  “You poor, dear child!” Fingernails stroked the back of my head, and I couldn’t suppress a shiver. Whitney pulled her head back to regard me. “Are you cold, darling? Sick? Kit, bring this girl inside before she catches her death!”


  It was at least seventy degrees outside.


  “We were just—” Kit began, but Whitney was already shepherding me toward the entrance to the townhouse, leaving him to hurry after us.


  We climbed six steps to the door, then three more inside, entering a narrow living room with a giant recessed window overlooking the ocean. In the other direction was a dining area, then a small kitchen and keeping room in the rear. A staircase to my left led up to a third floor. On the opposite side, another set of steps led down to the lowest level.


  “The layout is kind of funky,” Kit explained from behind me. “Four floors, pretty much straight up. This whole block was built on the ruins of an old Civil War fort, so they had to follow the original foundation. But it’s pretty spacious for two people. And there’s a fabulous roof deck on the top level.”


  My eyes darted to the makeup-drenched woman with an arm still draped around my shoulders. “You don’t live here?”


  Her face flushed, then she tittered like a child. “Oh no, dear. Your father and I aren’t engaged or anything like that.” She released me, demurely hand-smoothing her sundress. “I live downtown, in the city proper.”


  Phew.


  I wasn’t sure about this goofy new dad of mine, but I’d made a snap decision about his ditzy girlfriend. That we weren’t going to be roomies was the best news of the day.


  “Your bedroom is upstairs.” Kit nodded up the steps. “I’m giving you the one in front. It’s bigger, and overlooks the ocean. Plus it’s got the master bath.”


  My mouth opened, but he spoke right over me. “I insist. Honestly, I couldn’t care less about bathroom size, and the closet in the second bedroom is really tight. You’re a teenage girl,” he explained to me needlessly. “You need way more space than me.”


  “Kit, I can’t take your bedroom.”


  “You can and will.” He made a chopping motion with one hand. “I’ve already moved my stuff anyway, and don’t want to have to do it again.”


  I was touched. Kit Howard might be woefully unprepared to be a dad, but he seemed to have a good heart. It’s a start. “Okay. If that’s what you want.”


  “It’s what we want,” Whitney chimed in, flashing a set of perfect white teeth. For some reason, I imagined smashing a pie into her face. She’d probably faint at the mess.


  “Would you like a tour?” Whitney offered brightly. “Or something to eat? You must be famished, with nothing but airplane food to eat.”


  The day had caught up to me. My head wasn’t quite spinning, but close. I needed a break. A quick time-out to get my bearings. “Maybe just a few minutes in my room. Alone,” I clarified, just in case she thought to join me.


  “Of course!” Kit said quickly. “I’ll get your bags.”


  “You poor dear,” Whitney repeated with a sigh. “Yes. Rest is just the ticket.”


  “Thanks.” I was halfway up the stairs before I remembered I’d never set foot inside this house before. “Which room is mine?”


  “One flight up, sweetheart.” Whitney wore an overly solicitous expression, as if I were an endangered species entrusted to her care. “End of the hall. Look for the bay window overlooking the sea.”


  It suddenly occurred to me that by evicting Kit, I’d banished Whitney to the guest room as well. Some manners were in order, no matter how much she made my skin crawl. “Thank you, Whitney. You’ve made this all a lot easier.”


  Her hands rose to cover her mouth as she nodded tightly. I feared I’d overdone it.


  What a bizarre woman.


  Taking the steps two at a time, I fled, in search of sanctuary.


  Chapter 3


  The bedroom was small but well-appointed.


  Bed. Dresser. Desk. Twin bookcases, aligned side-by-side. Everything in dark mahogany, the pieces matching and clearly brand-new. Kit must’ve crushed a Pottery Barn catalog.


  No complaints, though. It all looked nice. A boy’s effort at building a girl’s room, yes, but he got an A for effort. Then I spotted a lilac duvet and lacy tangerine throw pillows, and knew Whitney’s hand had been present as well.


  I stuck my head into the closet. Not huge, but plenty big enough for the contents of my two suitcases. I wasn’t a clotheshorse or anything, plus Mom and I never had the funds to bloat our wardrobes.


  The bathroom, however, was a pleasant surprise. Two sinks, a stand-alone shower, and, yes, a soaking tub. I debated jumping into it right then, but held off. I didn’t know what Kit and Whitney had planned, and the last thing this day needed was a bathroom-walk-in disaster.


  There was a daybed beneath the bay window. I hopped onto it and gazed out at the smooth, glasslike ocean below. Kit had it right—the landscape was amazing. Soothing. I’d never had a view like that in Massachusetts. As I watched, a pod of dolphins breached the surface, firing seawater high into the air. I said a silent thank-you for Kit’s generosity.


  Spotting an outlet, I plugged in my phone to charge. Then I leaned back against the wall, staring down at the deep blue sea.


  So. Here I am.


  The morning had been strange, no question. I thought about Kit and decided there was potential there. While essentially clueless, he didn’t seem overbearing, or thickheaded, or mean. In fact, he seemed relieved at the idea of treating each other as equals. I could work with that.


  Whitney, though.


  She was going to be a problem.


  Unbidden, comparisons to my mother paraded through my head. Mom had always been able to read my moods instinctively. Defused tension with ease. She’d had a gift for dialing down my type-A personality and getting me to relax. Basically the exact opposite of the bombastic blonde bombshell lurking downstairs.


  Even when Mom skipped me up a grade level—something I’d complained bitterly about upon reaching high school; who wants to be youngest by a full year?—she’d been able to calmly explain her reasoning in a way I’d accepted.


  But Whitney? She’d gotten everything wrong within seconds. It was almost impressive.


  How often was she going to be there? Did she run Kit as completely as it seemed?


  I saw my face in the windowpane. The curdled twist to my lips.


  “Blargh,” I whispered. My reflection nodded back grimly in response.


  With a sigh, I rose and walked to the bathroom. Splashed cold water on my face. A glance at my iPhone told me it was only 10:15. Day One of my new life was dragging like a dredge.


  
    What now? Do I hide up here? Take a nap?


    Can it last four years?

  


  I wished I had my suitcases. More specifically, the books crammed inside. I could read up here in safety, then maybe take a nap. But going down to ask for them might result in more unwanted bear hugs. Better not risk it.


  My eyes drifted back to the window. The empty beach.


  How far does it go?


  A knock on the door made me jump.


  “Tory?” Kit called, his voice slightly breathless.


  “Yes?” Praying there wasn’t a painful getting-to-know-you activity in the offing.


  “I have your things.” I heard him grunt, then the sound of shifting feet. “I don’t want to disturb you, but these bags are pretty heavy. Not sure what you packed…” There was a thump as one of my suitcases hit the floor. “I can leave them out here for now, but I don’t want you to have to lug them in there yourself.”


  Decision made.


  I opened the door wide. “No problem. Come in.”


  Kit lurched forward and dropped both cases at the foot of the bed. Then he flexed his fingers, red-faced and sweaty. “Sorry,” he mumbled. “Three flights of stairs. Should’ve made two trips.”


  I stifled a laugh. He was trying so hard.


  “It’s fine,” I assured him. “Thanks for bringing my stuff up. I was actually thinking about going for a run on the beach, if that’s okay?”


  “What? Yes! Great!” Kit tripped over his own words in encouragement. “That’s a wonderful idea. Morris Island is about four miles all the way around. Stick to the beach until you hit Cummings Point to the north, cut straight across the sandhills to Schooner Creek, then work your way back. You’ll see Charleston Harbor, Fort Sumter, lots of stuff.”


  Cummings Point. Schooner Creek. Fort Sumter. The names meant nothing to me, but I nodded politely. “Will I get lost?”


  Kit chuckled. “Doubtful. There’s nothing else on the island. If you lose your bearings, just head south and look for the Morris Island Lighthouse. You can see our place from there.”


  “Lighthouse. Got it.”


  Kit smiled, lingering in the doorway, clearly pleased to have been useful.


  “Thank you,” I said, waiting patiently.


  “You’re very welcome.” Still not moving.


  Finally, “Could I have a minute alone? To change clothes?”


  Kit jumped as if slapped. “Yes! Of course! So sorry.” He banged into the doorframe in haste to escape, then growled curses while retreating down the hallway.


  I closed the door behind him.


  This time, I couldn’t help but bark a laugh.


  Apparently my father was one of the Three Stooges.


  I dug out my running gear and changed quickly. I’d always enjoyed the activity, though not usually in November. Never liked freezing my butt off.


  Not here, though. Score one for the Lowcountry.


  I pulled my long red hair into a ponytail. Checked myself in a mirror. I’m not vain, but I don’t like looking shabby, either. You never know who you might run into.


  Green eyes stared back at me, unconsciously tallying my freckles with distaste. I was self-aware enough to know I wasn’t bad-looking, but we all have things we’d change. My spots were a longstanding pet peeve.


  I look like Mom, though. I don’t want that to change.


  Blindsided. Every time.


  My lips trembled. I was racked by a sudden wave of sorrow. Angrily, I fought it back. Slammed a lid on the emotional cauldron still seething inside me, just below the surface.


  Not. Today.


  I stared at the floor until my breathing slowed and the pain retreated to its regular place in the corner of my mind. Finally, secure that my eyes were dry—and that my clothing covered all the necessary places—I nodded to my reflection like we were soldiers embarking on a dangerous mission. Which seemed about right.


  Kit and Whitney were huddled in the living room, pretending to be doing other things. Both popped to their feet as I hit the bottom step.


  “Have a good run,” Kit said cheerfully. “Nice day for it.”


  “Are you sure you want to travel the island alone?” Whitney’s eyes were tight with worry. “I could go with you, though I don’t like to run. Or Kit could follow you on his bicycle.”


  Both prospects horrified me.


  “I’ll be okay.” As politely as possible. “I run all the time, don’t worry. And there’s no one else out here anyway, right?”


  Whitney nodded, but her pinched expression didn’t change. “If you see a coyote, turn and run home as fast as you can. Yell out and we’ll come quickly.”


  I nodded, though I was pretty sure she’d given me terrible wildlife advice. Then I slipped out the door and down the steps.


  Outside, bracing salt air enveloped me like a glove. Sunlight bounced off the surface of the ocean, making my eyes water. Was it always so calm here? Up on the Cape, the sea tossed and turned like an insomniac, smashing anything within its grip. These placid waves made zero sense to me.


  I was halfway across the lawn when the sprinklers activated, forcing me to scamper down to the beach below. Not the most dignified start to my run. But the idyllic setting soon wiped the irritation from my mind. Brushing fat drops from my sleeves, I did a slow 360, surveying the expanse of water, sand, and dunes surrounding me. The place really was beautiful. I could get used to all the fresh air. The acres of open space.


  Wish I had a dog.


  Nature’s symphony was playing all around me. Singing insects. Crying gulls. The steady sigh of waves tumbling to shore, then running over wet sand. Not a single man-made noise disturbed the peace, something I wasn’t used to.


  Like a dream.


  I headed north along the coast as Kit had suggested, falling into a comfortable rhythm. With my muscles working, my mind went pleasantly blank. A warm glow spread through me as I stuck close to the shoreline, jogging just above the high-water mark. The land rose and fell around me, often keeping the next stretch of beach out of sight. I was enjoying the surprise of not knowing what came next.


  I could do this every day.


  Then I heard voices. My spirits sank.


  I thought no one was out here.


  I slowed, then stopped, my view ahead blocked by a clump of jagged sand dunes. Though I couldn’t make out any words, I could tell an argument was taking place. Frowning, I gazed inland, searching for a way around. But here the dunes reared high overhead and were covered in tough, thorny vines.


  That scrub grass is probably loaded with pricker balls. No thanks.


  I wasn’t ready to turn back, but didn’t want to see anyone else, either. Conflicted, I elected to sneak forward and peer around the dune. What I saw shocked me.


  Three boys were huddled beside a tide pool, arguing about something at their feet. The closest was heavyset, wearing a red-and-blue Hawaiian shirt and clashing orange board shorts. As I watched—okay, spied—he began pawing his wavy brown hair, speaking animatedly to the other two. “We have to do something! I’m not letting Donatello die on my watch. I’m no karma scientist, but I know that’d be bad!”


  The boy next to him—a short, skinny black kid with thick glasses—shook his head vigorously. He wore a white polo and pleated navy shorts. “Don’t touch it!” he insisted, tugging an earlobe for some reason. “Those things might look cute, but they’ve got teeth.”


  Across from them, a third boy was glowering at the sand. Bigger than his companions, with shoulder-length black hair and a deep, dark tan. He had jeans on despite the heat, but he wasn’t wearing a shirt.


  Hey now.


  I crept a few feet closer. They didn’t notice. Weren’t looking anywhere beyond the tide pool at their feet.


  What’s going on?


  “It might be too dry.” Long Hair frowned, tapping a fist against his chin. “Can they just lie in the open like this?”


  “I have a bucket!” Hawaiian Shirt pointed to a trio of backpacks at the top of the beach. He took three running steps toward the pile. “We’ll douse it with seawater!”


  “Wait!” Glasses’s hands flew up. “We don’t know if that’s a good idea. What if it can’t breathe?”


  “It lives in the freaking ocean!” Hawaiian Shirt shot back. “How could seawater hurt it?” But he froze, unsure what to do.


  “Forget the bucket.” Long Hair squatted beside something at the edge of the pool. “The tide’s coming in anyway. Just help me lift. We’ll push it back out to sea.”


  With Hawaiian Shirt out of the way, I caught a glimpse of what they were discussing.


  My heart leapt into my throat.


  “STOP!” I shouted.


  All three jumped at once, their heads whipping toward me in surprise.


  Without a second thought, I catapulted forward.


  Chapter 4


  Back away from the turtle!” I yelled.


  Hawaiian Shirt’s eyes widened as I charged across the beach. “Whoa. Girl.” His gaze darted to Glasses. “There’s a girl here.”


  “I see that, Hiram.” Glasses was now tugging both ears. Maybe he had an infection?


  Long Hair rose, hand-shielding his eyes as I splashed into the tide pool. He didn’t speak, but was tracking my movements closely. Then his face flushed scarlet. Spinning, he practically dove for a black T-shirt lying in the sand behind him.


  Shy. Huh.


  I noted these details, but my attention was focused on the animal in the tide pool.


  “That’s a loggerhead sea turtle,” I said without preamble. “It’s a protected species.”


  “We got that far,” Hawaiian Shirt said dryly.


  Hiram. His friend called him Hiram.


  “What I mean is, you’re not supposed to touch them.” I knelt beside the animal, careful not to move too suddenly. The turtle watched me with ancient eyes, its head slightly withdrawn. “Mature sea turtles don’t lounge on the beach unless there’s a problem.”


  “So why not push it back out to sea?” Glasses said. “Isn’t that where it belongs?”


  Long Hair nodded but said nothing.


  I shook my head, examining the creature’s shell as I spoke. “If it’s beached itself, this poor guy might be too injured to swim, and even sea turtles have to breathe every now and again. Pushing it underwater could drown it.”


  “Why’d it crawl up here?” the heavy one asked. “I’m Hi, by the way. That’s Shelton in the glasses. Our talkative friend is Ben.”


  Long Hair nodded, fixing me with dark brown eyes.


  A tingle ran my spine.


  Focus.


  “I don’t know what’s wrong.” The rising tide splashed around my ankles, but I ignored it, trying to recall everything I’d ever read about sea turtles. On a hunch I knelt in the swirling salt water, trying to see beneath the giant animal. “It doesn’t seem to be nesting.”


  My head was level with the turtle’s. It shifted to regard me, but didn’t make a sound.


  What’s wrong, big guy? Help me help you.


  “You have a guess?” Hi said, genuine concern in his voice. “Is it sick or something?”


  I sat back on my knees, brow furrowed. “In Massachusetts Bay, distressed sea turtles have usually been stunned by cold water. But I doubt that’s the problem this far south.”


  I circled the animal and checked its opposite side. Nothing unusual jumped out at me.


  Glancing up, I found the three boys watching me as much as the turtle. I wasn’t sure which they thought was the stranger creature.


  I had a strong feeling of being… assessed. Not in a creepy way. Something deeper.


  For some reason, I didn’t want to fail.


  But you’re out of your depth. Do the right thing.


  “We need to call a marine wildlife expert.” I stood, wiped wet, sandy hands on my running shorts. “Everything I’ve read says you’re not supposed to touch or move an injured sea turtle unless the tide is about to cover it. Even then, you only move it above the waterline.”


  “Wait!” Hi pointed his index fingers at me, then fired them back toward the townhomes. “We know a turtle guy! A real one. He’s lives like a hundred yards away.”


  “Dr. Howard!” Ben and Shelton said at the same time.


  “Kit! Of course!” My hands dove into my pockets. “My father’s home right now!”


  Then I winced. My iPhone was still charging in my room.


  “Kit Howard is your dad?” Shelton glanced at his friends, who seemed equally surprised. “Look, the three of us have been living here awhile, and it’s a pretty small group out here on Morris. Dr. Howard never mentioned having a daughter before. Never talked about you, I mean.”


  I shook my head. “Long story.”


  Sand rasped as the turtle shifted. Something shiny winked from beneath its leg.


  “Wait.” I squatted for a closer look, then a wave of anger swept over me. “I found the problem. Look.”


  A silver hook was digging into the turtle’s right forelimb. “Some jerk was trolling with stainless steel hooks. And fishing line is still attached—see how it’s wrapped around the flipper? No wonder this turtle can’t swim. Every time that limb moves, the stupid hook digs in deeper.”


  Ben knelt beside me, staring at the metal barb. “What do we do?”


  I tapped my bottom lip, considering. “We need Kit. Do any of you have your phone?”


  “Was that a serious question?” Hi trotted up the beach, rummaged through a backpack, then hustled back. “I was already getting the shakes without it. You play Words With Friends?”


  I ignored him. “Call my father. He needs to bring a medical kit and probably some wire cutters. Describe the injury and he’ll know what to do.”


  I hope.


  Hi gave me a level look. “Not that he isn’t a super-cool dude, but I don’t have my thirty-year-old neighbor’s cell number programmed into my phone. Because that would be weird.”


  I looked to Shelton and Ben. Both shook their heads.


  “I’ll get him.” Before I could respond, Ben spun and took off down the beach. Sand flew as he rounded the dunes in a blink.


  “He’s fast,” I breathed.


  “Like a puma,” Hi confirmed. “I’d know, he’s run me down more than once.”


  “True story.” Shelton snagged Hi’s phone, started snapping pictures of the turtle.


  “So what do we do now?” Hi was eyeing the turtle, a queasy look on his face. “Can we at least get that hook out? Looks like it hurts.”


  I tore my eyes from where Ben had disappeared. Reexamined the wound. Though I knew I wasn’t supposed to touch anything, like Hiram, I wanted to help the poor creature ASAP.


  The hook was firmly embedded, but I could get my fingers around it.


  Are you really going to just sit there?


  “I’m gonna pull it out.” My eyes never left the turtle. “We can’t cut the line yet, or else this guy might crawl back into the water without Kit getting a look at the injury, but we can at least remove the barb from its side.”


  “Hold up, now.” Shelton ran a hand over his scalp. “Ben’ll get Kit, then he can handle it. What if it snaps at you? Or rolls over? That thing must weigh three hundred pounds.”


  “It won’t roll over.” Though the biting thing was a real issue—a full-grown sea turtle can snap off a finger if roused. But I just couldn’t sit there doing nothing. “I’ll be quick. Get in, remove the hook, get out.”


  Spoken with more confidence than I felt, but I was mentally committed at this point. I inched closer to the injured foreleg, rehearsing in my mind.


  The turtle eyed me suspiciously. It tried to shift, but couldn’t get turned around.


  “This is a bad idea,” Shelton whispered, eyes on the turtle’s mouth.


  “I’ll, uh…” Hi edged back a few steps. “I’ll make sure no other turtles show up.”


  I snorted despite myself. “Thanks.”


  Deep breath.


  My fingers darted forward, wrapping around the hateful metal hook. I levered it from the turtle’s leathery skin, then scrambled back as the massive creature wheeled to face me.


  The creature gave me a hard look. A dribble of blood leaked from its wound. But the hook was out, dangling from the fishing line still wrapped around its flipper.


  The tide swept in to soak me. I didn’t care, was just happy to have done something constructive. Rising, I found Hi and Shelton regarding me with something akin to awe.


  “Girl.” Hi stretched the word in a singsong manner. “You are hardcore.”


  “Tory,” I replied, smiling for the first time. “Tory Brennan.”


  Kit exploded from the dunes, puffing and blowing after a long sprint. He was still wearing khaki pants, but didn’t seem to notice as he splashed into the tide pool, eyes glued to the injured turtle. A nylon bag bounced at his shoulder.


  Ben was jogging along behind him, breathing easily. He flashed us a thumbs-up.


  Kit dropped beside the turtle, unzipping his supplies. “Where’s the hook?”


  “I pulled it out,” I said, pointing to the wound.


  Kit gave me a sharp look as he examined the small gash in the turtle’s leg. “That was a dangerous thing to do, Tory. Both for the animal and yourself. You should always call an expert in these situations.”


  I nodded, suddenly feeling guilty. “I just wanted to help.”


  His expression softened. “I know. And you did help—the hook is out cleanly and this cut appears to be superficial. Now let’s get that line untangled.”


  Kit removed a pair of scissors from his bag. The turtle grunted, attempted to squirm away. “Easy, friend,” Kit soothed, gently rubbing the turtle’s shell. The animal seemed to calm at his touch. I could tell at a glance that my father was excellent with animals.


  He carefully cut through the snarled fishing line, murmuring softly as he worked. Water poured into the tidal pool with the rising tide, soaking Kit’s clothes, but he barely noticed, intent on freeing the turtle from its entanglement.


  My respect for Kit grew by leaps and bounds. He wasn’t just a bookish marine biologist, he was a genuine healer. Kit cared more about this wayward turtle than his own comfort.


  
    I like this man.


    Thank goodness.

  


  Finally, the line dropped away and the turtle’s flipper came free. We all stepped back as the animal extended its forelimb. Then, slowly, it began shuffling toward the sea.


  “Does that cut need treatment?” I worried the turtle would escape before we could help.


  “That old man should be fine,” Kit assured me, grinning as his patient waddled across the wet sand. “He’s moving well right now, and it’s a very small cut. Most sea turtles see far worse at some point in their lives. It was the fishing line that had him in distress.”


  Then he rubbed his chin. “But just in case…”


  Kit dug into his bag a second time, then sprinted forward and stuck something to the turtle’s shell. The beast turned its head irritably, but Kit had already retreated back to the group.


  Then the massive turtle dragged into the waves and swam out to sea. In moments he’d vanished among the sandbars.


  “Tagged him,” Kit explained, seeming to notice his soaked clothing for the first time. “New LIRI prototype that stays on about a week. I’ll monitor big boy’s movements over the next few days, just to be safe. If he seems to be floundering—or ends up back on a beach—I’ll scoop him up and take him to the aquarium for rehab. But I’m not worried.”


  I nodded, satisfied. “Thank you.”


  “Thank you. You guys did a good thing today. You should be proud.” Kit nodded to the boys, who were standing a few feet away. Hi was gripping his friends’ hands in turn, congratulating them on a job well done. “I see you’ve met the guys,” Kit said. “I’ll leave y’all to get more acquainted. And to get some dry underwear.”


  “Thanks, Dr. Howard,” Shelton said. Ben nodded, while Hi held up a fist.


  “Anytime, boys.” Kit waved a hand at the rest of the island. “Make sure Tory sees all the cool stuff out here. You four will be seeing a lot of each other from now on.” Then he strode back down the beach, whistling, a look of contentment on his face.


  My dad. Not so bad.


  I turned. Discovered three boys staring at me, unreadable expressions on their faces.


  A memory of shouting at them bloomed in my mind. Storming up. Taking over. Ordering them around. In my experience, boys generally don’t like that stuff.


  My nerves began to fray.


  We’ll be seeing a lot of each other?


  No one spoke. The silent moment stretched.


  Blargh.


  Chapter 5


  Um. Hello.”


  Best I could manage. I briefly considered fleeing into the ocean, like my turtle friend, but decided that wasn’t very practical.


  “How do you know so much about sea turtles?” Shelton was sweeping sand from his polo shirt with distaste. Hi looked curious, while Ben was still as a stone.


  “I read a lot.” Then I worried that sounded snotty. “About animals, I mean. For a while I wanted to be a vet.”


  Hi nodded sagely. “Cool. I want to be a talk show host. If Andy Cohen had washed up on this beach, I’d have handled it.”


  Ben said nothing, but watched me with those intense brown eyes. I fidgeted, pretending to search for something in my pockets. Uncomfortable under his scrutiny.


  “Sorry about the yelling,” I mumbled. “I got carried away when I saw the turtle.”


  “Pssh”. Hi flapped a hand in dismissal. “I like a woman who takes charge.” Then his face reddened as he processed his own joke. “I mean, I’m not saying that—”


  “It’s nothing,” Shelton interrupted smoothly. “I’m just glad we could help. A dead turtle would’ve ruined my weekend.”


  “You knew what to do,” Ben said quietly. “We didn’t.” He shrugged as if that explained everything.


  “So you’re Kit’s daughter, huh?” Hi yawned, stretching his arms. “How come we haven’t met you before? I’m sure you’ve noticed it’s a pretty small circle out here.”


  Here it comes. “I only met Kit this morning.”


  Three confused stares.


  No escape. “My mother, she recently, um—” My pulse quickened, but this wasn’t the first time I’d had to explain. “She died. In a car accident. I didn’t even know about Kit until after it happened. So here I am,” I finished, shoulders rising and falling.


  Hi looked stricken, as if he’d committed a terrible error. Shelton was studying his shoes.


  Surprisingly, Ben spoke. “Sorry. That sucks. Will you live here now?”


  I was grateful for the change of subject. “Yes. I just moved in today, as a matter of fact. I’ve been a Morris Islander for roughly an hour.”


  “Well, nice to meet you,” Shelton said, meeting my eyes again. “It’s not so bad out here, once you get used to it.”


  “Consider us your welcoming committee,” Hi added. He nodded toward the remaining backpacks, and we made our way up the beach. “Not that there are other options, since the four of us are the only kids living on this island.”


  “Really.” I didn’t know what to make of that. No girls at all?


  “What grade are you?” Shelton asked. “Hi and I are freshmen. Ben’s a sophomore.”


  “Freshman.” I was hoping they wouldn’t ask my age. I hated being the baby of every circle.


  “Then you’ll join us at Bolton,” Hi said brightly. “We can spread the pain.”


  The pain?


  “That’s the school Kit mentioned on the phone,” I said slowly. We reached the bags and the boys slung them on. “It’s a good one?”


  Ben snorted, kicking a pile of shells. Shelton just shook his head, removing his glasses to clean them on his shirt. “What’s Kit told you?” Hi asked.


  “Almost nothing. It’s a private school, but that’s all I know.”


  “Bolton Preparatory Academy is one of the finest academic institutions in the country.” Hi spoke in an officious voice, fussily straightening his crumpled Hawaiian shirt. “A wellspring of leaders and great scholars throughout the history of Charleston. Admission is extremely difficult to attain, and a Bolton Prep diploma is worth its weight in gold. Truly, our school is a celebrated treasure of the Old South.”


  “Okay,” I said, confused. “That sounds good.”


  “It’s a nightmare,” Shelton moaned.


  “Horrible,” Hi added with a wide grin.


  “A jerk factory.” Ben’s lips had curled in a snarl. “Nothing but trust fund jackasses.”


  Ah. “That sounds… less good.”


  Hi smacked a fist into his palm. “First thing you gotta know is, everyone there hates us.”


  My eyes popped. “Oh, great!”


  “These are some seriously rich kids,” Shelton explained, looping his thumbs under the straps of his backpack. “Not sure if you know this, but LIRI pays for us to go there. Otherwise our parents couldn’t possibly afford it.”


  Kit’s job sends me to private school? “Your parents all work at LIRI, too?”


  Ben nodded, but held his tongue. I could see it was a habit.


  “My dad’s a lab technician,” Hi said. “Don’t ask about my mom, she’s crazy. Thinks she runs Morris Island. Ben’s father runs the ferry that shuttles everyone there and back.”


  “Both my parents work for the institute,” Shelton said. “Mom’s a vet, Dad works in IT.”


  I nodded. “One big family.” I glanced at Ben. Nobody mentioned his mother, so I didn’t either. “And this place pays for us to attend some crazy prep school?”


  “Yep.” Hi and Shelton, in unison.


  “But it sucks,” Ben muttered. “Hard.”


  Hi shifted on the sand. “I mean, it’s not all bad. The curriculum is really good, we just don’t fit in with the other students. They call us ‘boat kids’ and ‘island refugees.’ I think some of them are legit mad that ‘lesser’ people have infiltrated their ivory tower.”


  “Bolton has killer science labs,” Shelton chimed in, his voice warming to the topic. “Computer programming classes, too. And you should see the library. It’s a freaking cathedral.”


  Ben chucked Shelton on the shoulder. “She doesn’t want to hear about that stuff.”


  “No,” I said quickly. “Honestly, that’s what I care about most. I want to study forensics in college, which means I need a ton of bio and chem.”


  The boys fell silent for a moment, exchanging glances. I straightened, suddenly worried I’d said too much. I didn’t want them to think I was some kind of science geek.


  Even though, you know, I was.


  Then, suddenly, Hi stuck out his hand. “Hiram Stolowitski, confirmed nerd. Same with these two. You’re going to fit in just fine around here.”


  Amused, I shook. Then did the same with Shelton.


  “Shelton Devers,” he said formally. “What this doofus means is, we like learning new things, too. Don’t feel weird around us.”


  I looked at Ben. He simply nodded. “Ben Blue.”


  “His dad’s boat is named Hugo,” Hi cut in. “It takes us to school every day. Don’t be late to the dock on Monday. Mr. Blue sticks to his schedule.”


  My eyebrows quirked. “We take a boat to school?”


  “To school, to town, pretty much everywhere.” Shelton turned and pointed across the island. “Bolton Prep is all the way downtown, over there. It’d take forever to drive.”


  “I plan on buying a boat,” Ben said suddenly. “Soon.” Then he clammed up once more.


  Strange kid. But there’s something about him…


  “Until that magical day, don’t miss the ferry.” Hi stroked his cheek, looking skyward in thought. “Hmm. What else don’t you know?”


  “Downtown Charleston is pretty cool,” Shelton said. “Old. Historic.”


  “I’ve heard.” Plus I’d studied a billion pictures online.


  “We sometimes go into Folly Beach to hang out,” Hi added. “You drove through it on the way here.”


  That flyspeck town? “I remember. Quaint.”


  Shelton aimed a finger north along the beach. “Some ruins up that way. Civil War stuff, pretty cool.”


  “Oh!” Hi exclaimed. “The lighthouse! Have you seen it?”


  “Not yet.” My head was spinning.


  “Guys, slow down.” Ben shook his head. “Tory’s been here an hour.”


  “She needs survival skills, Benjamin.” Hi flared an eyebrow my way. “We’re on the edge of civilization, Brennan. Exiles. Nobody else within miles. To make it out here on Morris Island, you’ve got to know when to hold them and when to fold them. Capisce?”


  My smirk was genuine. “Understood.”


  An air horn blasted behind me. I turned to see a cruise ship split the horizon, no doubt heading for the harbor. Dolphins were cavorting in its wake, leaping and diving as they followed the massive steel vessel into town.


  “Island life does have its perks.” Shelton grinned as we watched their fins cut the waves. “You won’t see that in the Great White North.”


  “I’m from Massachusetts, not the North Pole. It’s not that cold there.”


  Hi shook his head seriously. “North of Maryland, people live like animals. It’s all igloos and coal mines. And sadness.”


  I shoved him lightly, rolled my eyes. Though I was enjoying the warm weather.


  “Assault!” he howled, rubbing the offended limb.


  Without looking, Ben reached out and slapped the back of his head. “Dope.”


  As we watched the cruise ship glide by, a feeling of peace settled over me. A sense of belonging took hold. Shelton and Hi were eyeing me surreptitiously—I could tell I still made them slightly uncomfortable—but they were sweet. Smart, too. It was obvious. Ben seemed more reserved, but no less pleasant company.


  They’d spent their Saturday morning on the beach, trying to rescue an injured animal.


  Exactly what I would’ve done.


  I have friends here. Good ones, I can tell.


  This might be okay.


  Chapter 6


  What were you guys doing out here?” I asked.


  “Ben wanted to paddle into Schooner Creek,” Shelton said, then hitched the bag on his shoulders. “There’s an old canoe on the other side of the island we sometimes use. Morris is surrounded by sandbars, and we found one that just has crabs. They’re even out during the day.”


  “They’re hilarious.” Hi made claw-hands and began scuttling sideways. “Killer dance moves, too. Popping fresh. We were going to toss them some scraps and watch the little buggers scamper in circles like drunks. That’s what’s in the bags. Plus the usual stuff.”


  “The usual stuff?” I asked.


  “Oh, right.” Ben spun and jogged twenty yards down the beach. He scooped something up, then turned and fired it toward us. I had a second’s warning before a Frisbee sliced the air an inch above my head. I ducked as it skidded to a stop a few yards away.


  “Sorry!” Ben shouted. He trotted back to us, face scarlet. “I was aiming for Hi. Got away from me.”


  “Because you have terrible form.” Hi began digging in his bag. “I’ve got beef jerky in here if you want some, Tory. I found it in the back of my pantry.”


  Yuck. My palms rose. “No, thanks. I’m good.”


  “What were you doing out here?” Shelton asked me. “If you don’t mind my asking.”


  “Running.” I waved a hand at the natural beauty surrounding us. “I wanted to get a feel for the place.”


  “Running?” Hi halted the process of straw-stabbing a Capri Sun, fixed me with a blank stare. “Like, for fun? Seriously? Why would you do that?”


  “Health. Exercise. Call me crazy.”


  “Thank you, I will.” Hi punctured the juice pouch, shaking his head the whole time. “I only run if chased. Even then, I’m only going hard enough to outrun the next-slowest person.”


  “Who could you outrun?” Ben taunted. “No preschoolers out here.”


  “First off, don’t sleep, some preschoolers are pretty damn fast.” Hi took a moment to suck the tiny straw of his drink. “Second, I’ve never allowed you to witness my top speed. It’s cheetah-like, I assure you.”


  Shelton snorted. “Didn’t you finish dead last in the mile run this year?”


  “I’d never let school officials see my true athletic ability,” Hi scoffed, indignant. “They’d make me play quarterback, and the girls would never leave me alone.”


  “Right. Girls.” Shelton jabbed a thumb at his friend. “Says the guy with a backpack full of toddler snacks.”


  “Which his mom packed,” Ben added.


  “Keep it up and I’ll chug these all myself,” Hi warned. “You can drink your sarcasm.”


  Ignoring the threat, Ben reached into Hi’s bag and snagged a pouch. Shyly, he handed it to me. Surprised, I nearly fumbled it as Ben dug another out for himself.


  A silent moment as we sucked down fruit juice meant for eight-year-olds. When we finished, I got the sense that no one knew what to do next. The turtle crisis had been resolved. Now it was just the four of us, standing on the beach, trying not to stare at each other.


  Should I ask to go with them? To the canoe? Or should I just go home?


  “Do you want to come with us?” Ben blurted awkwardly.


  “Oh!” Pretending that wasn’t exactly what I’d been thinking. “Sure. I mean, if there’s room. And you want me to. As long as we have enough Capri Suns, of course.”


  “No. I mean yes. You should come. If you want.” Red-faced again, Ben went to retrieve the Frisbee.


  “Real nice, Benny.” Hi shook his head with mock disgust. “You just ruined Manly Men Canoe Day. Now we’ll have to talk about our feelings. Discuss body issues. Have a good cry.”


  My mouth dropped open to protest, but I could see the twinkle in Hiram’s eye. He was joking, maybe even testing me. So I fired back. “Personally, I was hoping for an armpit-farting contest. Then we could wrestle for a while. See who can say ‘bro’ the most.”


  Hi clapped with delight. “Cool, bro.”


  Shelton shoved Hi sideways. “Can you not be an idiot for five minutes? We just met this girl! She’s gonna hide from us in her room for the rest of high school.”


  “You don’t understand the art of conversation,” Hi responded primly, collecting our empties and zipping up his bag. “This is called ‘breaking the ice.’ But you’re right. We should let Ben do the talking. The man is a wordsmith.”


  Ben scowled. Dropped his bag to the sand. The hand with the Frisbee rose.


  “Don’t even think about it!” Hi backpedaled, waggling a finger. “I’ve got a face-modeling appointment tomorrow!” But he clearly doubted his own powers of persuasion, for Hi whirled and fled down the beach.


  Ben pivoted sideways, dropping into an easy crouch.


  “There’s a crosswind,” Shelton noted, casually scratching above his temple. “Coming in off the water. And he really is faster than you’d think.”


  “Got it.” Ben squinted into the dazzling sunlight. Exhaled. Then he fired the Frisbee hard and low. The disc dipped at first, skimming through the air mere inches above the ground before rising swiftly to strike Hi between the shoulder blades.


  Hi dropped as if gun shot. “My gallbladder!” he groaned, lying facedown in the sand.


  Ben clicked his tongue. Straightened with the ghost of a smile.


  Shelton golf-clapped. “Very nice. Much better than your first toss.”


  Ben flinched, shot me a guilty look.


  I waved his unspoken apology away. “No harm, no foul.”


  We walked over to where Hi was still sprawled on his stomach. As we approached, he sprang to his feet, Frisbee in hand. “Now who’s the one who’s the one in charge!?!” he cried triumphantly.


  “Hey, Hiram…” Shelton held up his palms, but it was too late.


  Hi flicked his wrist, and the Frisbee zoomed straight for us. I ducked, but didn’t need to. The disc took a sharp left turn, caught an updraft, rose, and sailed impossibly far inland.


  “Oops,” Hi said, shielding his eyes. We watched the plastic circle cross the face of the sun like an eclipse before disappearing beyond the dunes.


  “Nice work,” Ben said dryly. “That probably landed downtown.”


  “You chuck wagon!” Shelton snatched off his glasses to wipe them on his shirt. “That was an official Ultimate Frisbee disc. Now it’s gone with the wind.”


  “Too much power, I guess.” Hi shrugged an apology. “I am incredibly strong. We can all agree on that point.”


  I snorted. This kid. “I’m sure we can track it down, right?”


  Ben frowned. “I think it landed near the sandhills. That’s rocky ground, without a good path. We usually cut across this field from here, and avoid the cliffs altogether.”


  “You haven’t explored that area yet?” Without knowing why, I phrased my next words as a challenge. “Too scary? Or do you not think we can find the disc?”


  Ben didn’t miss my tone, or back down. “Let’s go.” He strode into the line of dunes, headed for the island’s grassy interior.


  “Great,” Shelton muttered. “Gonna get my shoes all dirty.” But he followed Ben.


  “Guys!” Hi cupped his hands to his mouth. “It’s just a Frisbee. What if there’s a bog monster? Or Sasquatch?” When neither boy stopped, he shook his head. Then he winked at me, firing another shooter. “Pro tip: If you challenge Ben to do something—anything—he’s going to do it. We’ll be looking for that damn Frisbee all day now.”


  “My bad.”


  Inwardly, I smiled. I’m the same way.


  I followed Hi up a crumbling pile of sand. “Careful,” he warned, skirting a stand of tall, reedy plants with cottony white balls on their tops. “Those cattails are federally protected. We’re really not supposed to walk on these dunes at all, but…”


  He shrugged, stepping carefully around the stalks, working his way down the dune’s back side. Ben was standing a dozen yards ahead, gazing intently at the rolling grassland.


  Hi was right. Ben looked determined to find the Frisbee. Beside him, Shelton began pointing northward, toward a clump of steep, thorny hills.


  “What’s that way?” I asked, as Hiram and I joined them.


  “Cliffs.” Ben was still scanning the high grass for a hint of blue. “The tip of Morris Island drops straight down to the water. We don’t ever go there, because there’s no beach.”


  “You can’t even walk around.” Hi nodded toward the beach we’d just left. “The sand gives way to rocks about two hundred yards farther up. To reach the creekside beaches, you have to cut across this meadow. That’s all we usually do.”


  “Freaking chiggers.” Shelton began aggressively scratching his shins. “We’re not even in the scrub yet, and I’m already itchy.”


  “The disc must be over there.” Ben was staring at a wild tangle of bushes beneath the sandhills.


  “In the waist-high grass?” Shelton’s lips twisted into a frown. “Why even look? Unless we step on the thing, that Frisbee is gone.”


  “Then let’s step on it.” Ben started into the field. With varying degrees of enthusiasm, we followed, fanning out in a loose line.


  A part of me agreed with Shelton. The grass was impenetrable, and the four of us could only cover so much ground. But for some reason, I really wanted to be the one to find the Frisbee. The idea of not looking was unthinkable.


  For the next five minutes we stumbled through the grasping plant life, searching for a needle in a haystack. I could hear Shelton griping. Hi wheezing as he wiped sweat from his brow. Only Ben remained quiet, never looking up as he stalked through the weeds, wholly intent on his mission.


  The boys were so different from one another. One brash. One skittish. One quiet.


  They looked nothing alike, and obviously came from different backgrounds.


  A more unlikely trio I couldn’t imagine meeting.


  Yet despite these contrasts—and their constant ragging on each other—these guys were clearly best friends. They had an easy way. Relaxed. Trusting. Their equilibrium only disturbed by some random bossy girl who’d dropped from the sky into their Saturday.


  I sensed that, at core, they were the same.


  That they valued what was inside more than out.


  They remind me of… me.


  At least, the me I want to be.


  We reached the far end, where the high grass dropped away. A cluster of hills rose sharply, musty and overgrown, vine-covered slopes baking in the morning sun. There wasn’t a trail anywhere in sight.


  “Welp,” Hi said, scratching his chest.


  “Told you,” Shelton whined, but he looked disappointed.


  Ben was twisting left and right, trying to decide where to search next, when Hi’s whistle shattered the quiet. He aimed both index fingers straight forward. “How about that! I win.”


  Eyes narrowed, I peered in the indicated direction.


  The Frisbee hung from a bush twenty yards ahead.


  Shelton jogged over and freed the disc. “Hello, old friend.”


  “Where do I collect my reward?” Hi asked politely.


  Ben smirked, made a rude gesture. “Here you go, sir.”


  I barked a laugh, but then something caught my eye. A slash of darkness in the otherwise lime-green hillside.


  Curious, I strolled closer, dodging prickly vines for a better look.


  Then I saw it. Goose bumps covered my arms.


  “Um, you guys?”


  Three sets of eyes found me.


  I pointed to an inky black square in the weeds.


  “What is that?”


  Chapter 7


  There was a hole in the hill.


  Low. Narrow. Trussed with wood. The gap was no wider than a pizza box, but I had a feeling that a larger space lay beyond.


  Cold air seeped from the opening, like a refrigerator door left open.


  The boys gathered at my side, staring down at the hole. “That some kind of animal’s den?” Shelton whispered, one hand rising to tug on his earlobe. Must be a nervous tic.


  I shook my head. “See how it’s framed? Someone built this.”


  “So it’s a tunnel?” Hi guessed. “Who’d dig one out here? Why?”


  Ben straightened. Looked at Shelton, whose eyes widened.


  “Battery Gregg,” Shelton breathed. Hi’s face lit up, but I didn’t understand.


  “I don’t understand,” I said, making it clear.


  “Morris Island was part of Charleston’s Civil War defenses,” Shelton explained excitedly. “These hills overlook the harbor mouth. Back in the day, the Confederates put giant cannons up here so they could fire down on anything moving in or out.”


  Hi was nodding slowly. “Old maps say the rebels built bunkers on Morris, but everyone assumes they collapsed a long time ago. No one’s found one intact.”


  “Well, we just did.” I grinned ear to ear. “Right?”


  “Looks like it.” Shelton motioned back toward the beach. “Let’s go tell my dad.”


  I didn’t move. “Or…”


  “Or what?” Hi crouched before the opening, then chuckled. “You wanna crawl in there yourself?”


  He looked back at me. I met his eye.


  Hi blanched, eyes rounding. “You do want to go inside! Hardcore.”


  “Whoa!” Shelton backed up a few steps. “You crazy? That looks like a collapsing sand pit. Or a tunnel straight to hell.”


  Ben shifted but said nothing, staring at the hole.


  “As much as it pains me,” Hi said, straightening, “I have to agree with Shelton on this one. Who knows what’s in there? Plus, I bet it smells bad.”


  Shelton shivered. “Bats. Snakes. Could be a bear in there for all we know.”


  “A bear?” Ben snorted. “On Morris Island?” But he made no move to get closer.


  Shelton was not done. “We don’t know what’s in there. It could be a crypt. A mass grave. A ghost restaurant.”


  “Last one is my vote.” Hi elbowed his skinny friend. “Probably a seafood joint. Maybe they serve haunted sushi?”


  Despite Shelton’s protests, I crept to the tunnel mouth and knelt beside it.


  “Hello?” No echo. The sound died just beyond the opening.


  “Be careful!” Shelton was on the balls of his feet. “You might wake something up!”


  Seconds passed, and no disaster occurred. I gathered my courage and stuck my head into the gap, ignoring the sharp intakes of breath behind me. The entrance was narrow and dusty, rising so sharply I couldn’t see more than a few feet ahead.


  Frustrated, I wriggled deeper into the tunnel.


  “Oh lord,” Shelton hissed. “Can we talk about this first?”


  I wiggled another foot inside, then raised up on my hands and knees, craning my neck until I could see over the hump. Beyond, the tunnel dipped back down. Light glimmered.


  What the heck?


  Snap decision. “I’m going in!”


  Groans from outside.


  “This girl might be crazy!” someone whispered. Pretty sure it was Hiram.


  I wriggled over and down the bump, crawled a few feet, then popped into a chamber the size of a classroom. An inch of dust coated the floor. The walls consisted of squared timbers riveted together. The ceiling was higher than I expected, at least ten feet. A low door had been cut into the left-hand wall, leading deeper into the hill.


  But I was drawn to the opposite side of the room, where a wide rectangular window had been carved though solid rock. A bench ran beneath it, splintered and covered in bird droppings. I stepped onto the thick wood, my hands resting in a deep groove in the stone windowsill.


  My hand rose to cover my mouth. “Oh my.”


  Charleston Harbor spread out below me like a blanket. The window was halfway up a cliff that dropped to a rocky cove below. A wooden shelf overhung the window, faced with stone and shielding the chamber from sunlight.


  And from outside view, I bet. No wonder it’s never been found.


  “Wow.”


  I jumped. Ben was standing right beside me, staring out at the ocean.


  He held up a hand. “Sorry! I called your name, but you didn’t answer. So I followed to make sure…” He trailed off.


  To make sure I’m safe? Is that why?


  “Amazing, right?” I looked around the room. “I wonder how long since the last person was inside here.”


  Ben ran a finger through a layer of dust. “Decades, at least. Maybe a century.”


  A muffled voice trickled through the entrance. “Are y’all dead? Please don’t be!”


  “We’re fine, Shelton,” Ben shouted back. “You and Hi get in here. It’s cool.”


  An argument ensued outside. Finally, I heard scraping sounds as someone forced their way through the crawl space.


  Shelton’s head emerged from the gap. “This tunnel is not cool!” Covered in dust, he scrambled to his feet and began frantically smacking the front of his shirt. “Spiders! Are there spiders on me? I feel spiders!”


  “Relax.” Ben slapped the grime from Shelton’s bony shoulders. “Nothing. Quit freaking out.”


  “I just crawled into a hill cave, Blue. Give me a sec, okay?”


  “What’s that about spiders?” Hi flopped from the entrance, breathing hard. “Not a fan!”


  “No spiders,” I assured him. “But the view is pretty outstanding.”


  Both forgot their complaints and charged forward.


  “It’s a cannon slit!” Shelton said excitedly. “You can see the grooves!”


  “A rebel bunker.” Hiram’s eyes twinkled. “I bet this really is part of Battery Gregg.”


  “Told you!” Shelton chirped, then he patted his own back.


  “I thought of it first,” Ben grumbled.


  “What’s in there?” Hi pointed to the other opening.


  “Haven’t gotten that far.” I turned back to the window. “Distracted by the awesome.”


  “Man, this is an amazing spot.” Shelton began pointing out details below us. “We’re at the northern point of Morris. That land across the water is Sullivan’s Island, and the rock pile out in the channel is Fort Sumter, which used to guard the harbor entrance.”


  “This position makes sense.” Ben tucked his long black hair behinds his ears. “With some big guns stationed here, no one could storm the harbor without getting blasted.”


  Hi wandered to the second opening and peered inside. “Dark.” He squeezed through, then we heard a loud crash. A plume of dust billowed back through the door.


  “Hi?” Ben dug into his backpack and removed a flashlight.


  Hi’s voice floated from the darkness. “I’m okay. I think. Ouch.”


  Ben shined the beam though the doorway. Hi was lying atop a pile of scrap wood. The second room was roughly proportional to the first, but without the open window slit.


  “Nice move, slick.” Ben spat dust from his mouth.


  Hi remained on his back, wiping dirt from his eyes. “Next time let me know that you have a flashlight. Cool?”


  “I always have one.” Ben slipped through the gap to give Hi a hand. As Shelton and I watched, the mound shifted awkwardly. Something tumbled off, clattering for several seconds as it fell somewhere behind Hi.


  And continued to fall. And fall.


  “Stop!” I yelled, causing Ben to freeze in the act of hoisting Hiram to his feet.


  “What was that noise?” Shelton asked. “All that rattling?”


  My eyes zeroed in on a dark patch against the wall. “Ben, don’t move, but shine your light over to the left.”


  The beam arced across the room, halting above an inky void.


  “Yo!” Shelton hissed. “Don’t move! There’s another hole.”


  Ben instinctively shifted backward and the whole pile shifted. Hi slid closer to the gap.


  “Oh crap!” Hi reached both hands toward Ben. “Help me help me help me!”


  Ben didn’t move, unsure what to do. Something rolled off and banged its way down the deeper shaft.


  I fought for calm. “Okay. So. There’s a hole in the back of the room. This woodpile hangs over it, so we need to get Hi off the pile without him falling down the shaft.”


  “Yes.” Hi’s jaw was clenched. “Without falling down the shaft. Without.”


  Ben was still frozen mid-crouch. “Do I go forward, or back?” He was sweating, but his voice was steady. I could tell he wouldn’t panic.


  I thought furiously. The woodpile was large, and didn’t seem on the brink of collapse. “I think the stack will hold if you don’t make any sudden moves. Ben. Very carefully, lean forward and reach for Hi.”


  Ben took a breath, then extended his hand.


  For a moment, Hi just stared at it. Then he gripped it with all his might.


  “Now pull him back slowly,” I instructed. “Be careful, not too—”


  The woodpile creaked. Hi panicked, dove toward Ben, who yanked him backward on top of him. There was a thunderous clatter as half the wood disappeared into the hole.


  My pulse spiked, but when the dust cleared, I could see both boys near the entrance.


  “Or do that.” I laughed nervously. “Whatever works.”


  Hi was lying on Ben’s chest, panting like he’d just run a marathon. “I love you, Benjamin Blue. I don’t say it enough.”


  “Get off me!” Ben shoved him aside, then punched him in the gut.


  “Don’t be ashamed of your feelings,” Hi gasped, rubbing his side as he stared up at the ceiling. “FYI, you guys, I found a giant hole in the back of this room. Watch your step.”


  “Not a hole.” Shelton had snagged the flashlight from where Ben dropped it and was aiming its beam at the opening. “It’s a square cut into the wall. And big.”


  “What is it?” I inched forward and stared down its maw.


  “A mine shaft.” Shelton scratched his chin, thinking out loud. “Maybe this bunker connects to others underground.” Then his head whipped to me. “I’m not going down there, so don’t even ask!”


  Ben tossed a piece of wood down the shaft. “It’s not steep, so quit worrying. You could climb down that thing if you really wanted to.”


  With his next toss, a section of the shaft’s wall broke off. Dirt rained down the opening.


  “Hmm.” Hi gave me the side-eye. “Maybe we don’t push our luck.”


  “Agreed,” I said quickly. “I like exploring, but I don’t have a death wish. That pit is out of bounds as far as I’m concerned.”


  The boys released matching sighs of relief. A quick survey found the rest of the chamber empty, so we returned to the front room. Again, my eyes were drawn to the postcard vista outside the window.


  “I can’t get over how incredible this is!” I drummed my thighs, excited. “What a secret to discover.”


  Shelton nodded, adjusting his glasses. “Who should we report it to?”


  Surprisingly, Ben answered, “Why tell anyone?”


  Shelton’s head reared back, his mouth opening to protest. Then he shut it with a thoughtful expression. Hi was already nodding. “This would make a badass clubhouse. A place where we control the rules for a change. Super best friends need a sweet place to congregate. For book club. And snacks.”


  His lunatic rambling was oddly touching. “Is that what we are?”


  Hi looked confused. “Huh?”


  Now it was my turn to blush. “Super best friends.”


  Hi froze a beat, then barked a laugh. Embarrassed, Shelton began studiously cleaning his glasses.


  I looked at Ben. He cracked the first smile I’d seen from him.


  “Of course, Tory Brennan.” Hi thrust out a hand, palm up. “Bring it in. Morris Islanders have to stick together.”


  Ben added his hand to Hi’s. Then Shelton.


  All three looked at me, grinning like monkeys. Waiting.


  I damn near cried.


  Stupid, but there it is.


  I placed my hand on top of theirs. “Thanks, guys. I think I’m going to like it here.”


  “Oh, you will!” Hi slapped his other hand on top of the stack. “Secret-bunker-we-don’t-tell-anyone-about-because-it’s-the-bomb-and-belongs-to-us-now, on three!”


  “What?” Shelton spat.


  “Dope,” Ben muttered.


  “Got it,” I said.


  “One!” Hi called out. “Two… three!”


  The cheer came out garbled, but our point was made.


  A friendship, sealed.


  I stepped back, filled with the warm glow of happiness for the first time in weeks.


  “What could be cooler than this?” I asked, giddy with delight.


  “Only one place I know,” Shelton said. Ben quickly nodded in agreement.


  I arched a brow in surprise. “Where?”


  The guys looked at each other. Something passed between them.


  “Should we go today?” Hi asked.


  “Go?” I said. “Huh?”


  “Definitely.” Shelton rubbed his hands together.


  “Go where?” I asked.


  “My dad can take us,” Ben said. “Next run’s in forty minutes.”


  “Guys!” I shouted. Even stamped a foot, to their amusement. “Would one of you please tell me what you’re talking about?” I continued in a calm, if exasperated, voice. “Where do you want to go?”


  Three wide smiles.


  “Tory, my dear,” Hi intoned, “let us tell you about Loggerhead Island.”
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