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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.
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