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Chapter One

The Legend

Before I tell you about the box, the map, or Mr. Whitaker, you need to know who Blackbeard was. Around Murrells Inlet, that name isn’t just a ghost story old-timers tell over sweet tea—it’s history, and it washed right up onto our shores.

His real name was Edward Teach, out of Bristol, England. By the spring of 1718, he had roughly three hundred rough men and a forty-gun flagship called the Queen Anne’s Revenge. In May of that year, he sailed right up to the mouth of Charleston Harbor and put a stranglehold on the entire port.

Charleston was bustling, full of merchant sloops coming and going, and not a single naval warship in sight to challenge him. Teach seized nine vessels attempting to cross the bar. Aboard one of them was Samuel Wragg, a member of the governor’s council. Blackbeard sent Wragg ashore with an ultimatum.

He didn’t demand gold or jewels. He demanded medicine, because a fever was tearing through his crew. The frightened council had no choice but to load a chest of drugs into a longboat. Teach took the chest, stripped the captured ships of their provisions, and slipped away.

A month later, he ran the Queen Anne’s Revenge aground near Beaufort Inlet up in North Carolina, leaving her to break in the shoals. By November of that same year, he was dead—run down by Lieutenant Maynard in a bloody fight off Ocracoke Island. The men who killed him severed his head and lashed it to the bowsprit of their sloop.

That’s what the history textbooks will tell you.

Here’s the part that matters to us: captains like Teach didn’t spend their days sitting in plain view in the shipping lanes. They knew this coastline—the shifting sandbars, the winding marsh guts, and the hidden tidal creeks where a shallow-draft boat could slip in unseen to stash something valuable where nobody in their right mind would look.

That was nearly two hundred and fifty years before we found the box.

* * *

School was finally letting out. You could tell by the heavy, humid afternoons when the classroom radiators clanked silent, the ceiling fans merely stirred the warm soup of salt air, and nobody—teachers included—wanted to be inside.

Mr. Whitaker had kept a hawkish eye on us all spring. He never confronted us outright, but he had a way of leaning on the edge of his desk, pushing his wire-rimmed glasses up his nose, and tossing out casual questions.

“Have you boys been out exploring the creeks lately?”

He always asked it like it was small talk. We knew better. We’d just shrug, mumble something about baseball or chores, and steer the conversation away. He’d nod, wearing that calm schoolteacher smile, but his eyes never stopped measuring us.

What we’d actually been doing was digging. Not out in the pluff mud, but in the county archives and library books, piecing together the history of the Marstin plantation.

The Marstin estate had operated like most rice plantations along the Waccamaw and the inlet back before the Civil War—which meant it ran entirely on the backs of enslaved labor. It was brutal, unforgiving work: diking tidal canals, cutting cypress swamps, and harvesting rice in knee-deep water thick with snakes and disease. The fields, the cabins, and the vast coastal wealth all belonged to a man named Marstin.

Then Ben stumbled across an old journal entry that stopped us cold.

One of Blackbeard’s famous remarks—recorded by contemporaries after his blockade—was that “only the devil and I know where our wealth is hidden, and the longest liver takes all.”

And according to coastal accounts, Teach had referred to Marstin as “the devil himself” because of the man’s notorious cruelty.

We sat with that in Ben’s room for an entire Saturday afternoon, listening to the ceiling fan hum. If Blackbeard called Marstin the devil, and Teach swore that only the devil and himself knew where the loot lay buried, the puzzle pieces suddenly locked together.

The carved block of wood we had pulled from the shack floorboard said it plainly: Behind Marstins Stone.

* * *

All through the winter and spring, our compact held. We didn’t tell our parents. We didn’t brag to the other boys at school. The dark wooden box, the skeleton key, the fragile cloth map, and the wood slab stayed safely stowed away.

David had changed over the school year, too.

When he first stepped off the bus back in late summer, leaning hard on his crutches with an empty trouser leg pinned up, everybody in Murrells Inlet had treated him like spun glass. His mother watched him constantly, and people lowered their voices around him.

David hated that. Over the long winter, he worked himself raw learning to walk with a wooden leg, refusing help until he could move with a steady, determined roll. He had saved his combat pay from the Army, and by May he had bought himself a beat-up, two-tone Ford pickup. The fenders were faded, the tailgate was dented, and the engine rattled when it idled, but it ran true. Every Saturday morning, he’d be out in the driveway wiping down the hood with an old rag like it was fresh off the showroom floor.

Will never bragged about it, but whenever that truck rumbled down the road, you could see the quiet pride sitting in his chest. His big brother was whole in the ways that counted.

Now, the final bell had rung. Summer was ours again.

We were ready to resume the hunt, but the stakes weren’t the same as last year. Last summer, we were just four kids chasing a pirate legend down a muddy creek. This summer, a grown man with an empty classroom and a private obsession was tracking our every step. One careless slip, and Mr. Whitaker would beat us to the site.


Chapter Two

The Big Reveal

The heat broke over the Lowcountry like a wet wool blanket before breakfast.

I lay on my bed with the morning sun cutting through the window, staring across at the closet door. Behind a stack of winter blankets sat the iron-bound wooden box, undisturbed since the afternoon we sealed it. For nine months, while we sat in class and did our chores, it had been waiting.

I got up, opened the closet, and rested my hand on the cool, worn timber for a second. The waiting was over.

Downstairs, the kitchen smelled of fried ham, red-eye gravy, and black coffee. Mom stood at the cast-iron skillet, and Dad was leaning over his mug, scanning the morning paper before heading down to the marina shop.

“Morning, Jake,” Dad said, lowering the paper. “What’s the agenda today?”

“Just meeting up with the boys,” I said, sliding into my chair.

“Well, don’t go running yourselves ragged in this sun,” he said, wiping his brow with a forearm. “It’s humid enough outside to drown a mule. Take plenty of fresh water if you’re riding bikes.”

“And put your canvas hat on,” Mom chimed in, setting a plate of eggs and biscuits in front of me. “I mean it, Jake. The sunstroke will catch you before you feel it coming.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

I ate quickly, took my plate to the basin, and washed it clean. Mom gave me a gentle, tired smile. Ever since Gram had passed away back in February, our house had carried a quiet stillness. Mom was carrying a lot of weight, and I made sure not to leave extra messes behind.

I went straight to the rotary phone on the kitchen wall and dialed Will’s number.

He picked up on the second ring.

“Will,” I said, keeping my voice low. “It’s time.”

There was a half-second pause over the line. “The shed?”

“Nine o’clock,” I said. “Call Ben and Tommy.”

* * *

I grabbed my bicycle and pedaled down toward the waterfront, stopping at the general store to grab a cold Coca-Cola. The air coming off the road was already shimmering with heat haze.

I popped the metal bottle cap on the cooler opener, turned around with the sweating bottle in my hand, and nearly walked straight into a man standing right behind me.

Mr. Whitaker.

My heart hitched in my throat. He had on a light short-sleeved linen shirt, looking as neat and composed as he did in front of the chalkboard.

“Morning, Jake,” he said smoothly. He smiled, but it was the kind of smile that stayed strictly on his mouth. “A hot one to start the vacation.”

“Yes, sir,” I managed, gripping the cold bottle tightly.

“Meeting the boys today?” he asked, tilting his head just slightly.

“Just going to try for some spot and croaker down by the inlet,” I said, keeping my tone flat and ordinary.

He held my gaze for three seconds longer than felt comfortable, looking like he was peeling back the layers of my skull.

“Watch the tides, son,” he murmured, his voice dropping an octave. “The marsh has a way of swallowing things up. Bad things can happen out there real quick.”

“We’re always careful, Mr. Whitaker.”

“See that you are.”

He stepped past me toward the counter. I walked out onto the gravel lot, but the chill that ran down my spine had nothing to do with the icy bottle in my hand.

* * *

When I reached the bait shed, Will was already sitting on an overturned wooden crate, staring out toward the docks.

The old weathered bench beside the doorway sat empty, and it made the whole waterfront look different. Captain Eli Mercer had passed away just a couple of weeks after my grandmother. A massive coronary had taken him right on his cot, and by the time the dockhands realized nobody had seen him mending nets, he had already been gone two days.

“Doesn’t look right, does it?” Will said quietly, looking at the empty bench. “Old Eli not sitting there with his pipe?”

“No,” I said, sitting beside him on the dock stringer. “It sure doesn’t.”

Eli had given us the spark that started this whole fire. Losing him felt like a link to the old marsh had snapped.

A minute later, Ben and Tommy rattled up on their bikes. Tommy’s face was beet-red, his t-shirt soaked through, and Ben was puffing under his canvas cap.

“I told you I was going to pass out before we made the corner,” Tommy wheezed, leaning his bike against the shed wall.

“You wouldn’t pass out if you didn’t pedal like you were escaping a hornet nest,” Ben retorted.

Once they caught their breath, I didn’t waste time. I told them about running into Whitaker at the store—the questions, the hard look in his eye, and the quiet warning about bad things happening in the marsh.

Ben pushed his glasses up his nose, frowning. “He’s tracking us. He knows summer started, and he knows we’re going to move.”

“Which brings us right back to our biggest problem,” Will said, leaning forward. “Bicycles. Four boys riding their bikes down Highway 17 toward the Waccamaw stick out like four neon signs. Whitaker will spot us from a mile off.”

We all looked at each other. The subject we had danced around all spring was sitting right between our shoes.

David.

“A truck changes the whole board,” Tommy muttered. “We could be out past the old plantation roads in twenty minutes, and nobody thinks twice about seeing David driving around.”

“Plus, he’s grown,” I added. “He spent two years in the infantry. If Whitaker tries something out in those woods, David isn’t a kid who’s going to get pushed around.”

“What if he doesn’t believe us?” Ben asked, ever the skeptic. “What if we tell him, and he figures we’ve lost our minds and walks straight to our folks?”

“We don’t just tell him,” I said firmly. “We show him the physical proof. The iron fittings, the key, the parchment map, the Polaroid, the carving on the slab. Nobody invents that out of thin air.”

Will held up a hand. “Let me talk to him first. I’m his brother. I’ll feel him out tonight, see where his head is, and make sure he doesn’t shut the door in our faces.”

We shook on it. We agreed that if David seemed open, we’d gather at the shed the next morning with the canvas sack and lay out the whole story.

* * *

Later on, Will told me how that evening went.

He waited until supper was finished, the dishes were cleared, and his parents were out on the porch listening to the ballgame on the radio. He walked back to David’s bedroom. David was sitting on the edge of his bed in his undershirt, unstrapping his prosthetic leg, rubbing the sore spots along his stump.

Will leaned against the doorframe. “David? Did you ever hear that Blackbeard used to sail up into Murrells Inlet? What do you think about those stories?”

David paused, his calloused hands resting on the leather straps. He looked up at Will with a half-smile. “You been listening to old Eli Mercer’s yarns again, haven’t you? Eli told me and the boys those same fairy tales when we were twelve. We spent half a summer digging holes in the sand and came up with rusted beer cans and sand spurs.”

Will didn’t flinch. “What if somebody actually found something, Dave? Something real. What would you have done with it?”

David stopped unbuckling the harness, studying Will’s face. The teasing humor faded out of his eyes. “Well, I wouldn’t have gone running down to the docks shouting about it, that’s for damn sure. I’d have kept my mouth shut until I knew what I was looking at.”

He leaned forward, squinting slightly. “Why are you asking, Will? What have you and the boys gotten yourselves into?”

Will took a long breath and laid the bare truth out on the table. He told him about finding the live oak and the collapsed shack during the king tide. He told him about the box wedged in the rafters marked E.T.B., the skeleton key, the fragile cloth map, and the photograph we had snapped before tucking it away. He told him about Whitaker’s reaction, breaking into the teacher’s house to copy his coastal surveys, and finding the wooden block at the Marstin plantation that pointed to Marstins Stone.

He finished by telling him about Whitaker shadowing us to the shacks, and how we had put the hunt on ice for nine months until David had his truck.

When Will finally stopped talking, the room was dead silent except for the crickets outside the window screen.

David sat there for what felt like two minutes, staring down at the pine floorboards. Then he looked up, his brow furrowed.

“You boys did all that while I was in the hospital?”

“Every word of it,” Will told him.

“Be at the bait shed at nine,” David said, his voice flat and serious. “Tell Jake to bring the whole kit. I want to see it with my own eyes.”

* * *

The next morning, the three of us were pacing the bait shed floor when we heard the distinctive, sputtering idle of David’s Ford truck turning off the main shell road.

It rolled to a stop by the gravel apron. Will jumped out of the passenger side, grabbed David’s forearm crutches from behind the bench seat, and held the door open. David swung his good leg down, braced himself, and stepped out onto the shells with a practiced, heavy hitch in his stride.

“Morning, boys,” David said, nodding as he hobbled through the wide shed doors.

“Morning, David,” we chorused.

He leaned against an old tackle workbench, resting his weight, and looked straight at me. “Will tells me you’ve got something to show me, Jake.”

I reached down, untied the drawstring of my canvas sack, and began laying the pieces out on the clean wooden planks.

First came the dark, iron-reinforced wooden box with E.T.B. carved across the grain. Beside it, I placed the heavy skeleton key. Then Ben stepped forward and gently unrolled the frail cloth map, pinning its corners down with a pair of clean sinkers. Next came the faded Polaroid snapshot of the survey chart, and finally, the rough slab of pine from the blue-dot shack: E.T.B. / Behind Marstins Stone.

David didn’t say a word.

He propped one crutch against the bench, reached down, and picked up the wooden box. His thick fingers traced the rusted iron hinges, testing the spring of the latch. He held the skeleton key up to the sunlight coming through the shed door, comparing the cut of the teeth to the tiny keyway. Then he leaned over the cloth map, studying the faded brown ink lines that traced the winding tidal guts and the little cluster of slave quarters on the Marstin property.

When he finally looked up, all the skepticism had cleared out of his eyes.

“This wood is antique,” David said, his voice quiet. “The ironwork isn’t machine-stamped, either. Somebody forged this by hand a very long time ago.”

A collective breath left all four of us at once.

“So you believe us?” Tommy asked, practically jumping out of his sneakers.

“I believe you’ve got an authentic set of clues,” David corrected, setting the box down gently. “Whether they lead to three hundred tons of pirate gold or an empty hole in the mud is another story.”

“It’s Blackbeard’s,” Tommy insisted. “We found out he called plantation owner Marstin the devil, and Teach always said—”

“I know the history, Tommy,” David cut in, holding up a palm. He looked across at Will, then back to me. “You boys have done remarkable work keeping this quiet and doing the research. But you’re playing in deep water now. What exactly are you asking me for?”

“We need your truck,” Will said plainly. “And we need your eyes. Whitaker followed us out to the quarters last summer. He nearly cornered Jake at the general store yesterday. If we go back out there on bicycles, we’re handing him the route on a silver platter.”

David looked out through the open doors toward the inlet. His jaw worked back and forth, turning the matter over the way Dad did with an engine valve.

“Whitaker isn’t just a schoolteacher poking around for hobby relics,” David said, his voice tightening. “If he’s been hunting this ground for years, and he knows you boys have the map, he isn’t going to let four kids stand between him and a fortune. A desperate man backed into a corner is dangerous.”

“So will you help us?” I asked.

David looked down at his wooden leg, then looked up, a sharp grin cracking across his tanned face.

“Well,” he said, reaching for his crutches, “I ain’t got much else on my calendar this week. And somebody’s got to make sure you four knuckleheads don’t get swallowed by an alligator.”

Tommy let out a whoop that scattered three gulls off the pilings. We crowded around David, shaking his hand, the relief washing over us like a cool tide.

For nine months, we had been small boys carrying an impossible secret on our handlebars. But as we bundled the relics back into the canvas sack and watched David climb into the driver’s seat of that Ford, the game changed.

The hunt was alive again—and this time, we had wheels and a soldier on our side.


Chapter Three

The Lay of the Land

The next morning, the heat settled back into Murrells Inlet like a thick coat of grease.

We didn’t head straight out to the marsh. Having David in the game changed things, and David wasn’t the type to jump into the brush half-cocked. In the Army, you didn’t advance on an objective until you’d mapped your approach, checked your flanks, and knew your route out.

So we met in Will’s backyard.

Beneath the heavy shade of two ancient live oaks, an old wooden picnic table sat weathered gray by coastal salt and rain. Mrs. Carter brought out a sweating glass pitcher of sweet tea and a stack of paper cups, gave David’s shoulder a quiet squeeze, and headed back inside. She was just happy to see her boys sitting together in the yard.

David sat at the head of the table, his wooden leg stretched out stiffly in the clover. Propped beside him were his forearm crutches. I unrolled our canvas sack and spread the evidence out between the glasses of tea.

There was the Polaroid snapshot of the cloth map, its faded coastline and cluster of plantation dots looking pale under the morning glare. Beside it lay the Polaroid of Whitaker’s stolen survey chart, along with the rough pine block we’d pried from under the blue-dot shack’s floorboards:

E.T.B. / Behind Marstins Stone.

David picked up the pine block, rubbing his thumb along the crude gouges in the grain.

“All right,” David said, his voice low and steady. “You boys found where to look next. Now we have to figure out what in the world we’re actually looking for. What is Marstins Stone?”

“A grave,” Tommy said immediately, slumping over the table. “Has to be. Rich plantation owners loved putting great big fancy gravestones in the woods where nobody could bother them. We’re going to be digging up bones. I just know it.”

“Nobody’s digging up graves, Tommy,” Ben said, pushing his glasses up his nose and pulling out his notebook. “I checked the county records during the spring. The Marstin family cemetery isn’t out in the woods. It’s over by the parish church in Georgetown. Marstin himself died in Charleston in 1742.”

David leaned forward, resting his forearms on the table. “Then what else is made of stone on an old rice plantation?”

“Ballast stones?” I offered, thinking of the heavy rocks old sailing ships dumped along the creek landings. “Or a millstone?”

“Neither,” Ben said, tapping the Polaroid of Whitaker’s coastal chart. “Look at how the plantation grounds were laid out. Those canals weren’t dug at random. The fields were divided into parcels. Back in the 1700s, when they surveyed property along tidal rivers, they didn’t have metal fence posts or barbed wire. They used natural landmarks. Big boundary oaks, canal intersections, and granite boundary stones.”

David’s eyes sharpened. “A boundary marker.”

“Exactly,” Ben said, warming up to the idea. “A survey stone. Usually granite or coquina, chiseled with the owner’s mark and sunk deep at the corner of a high-ground parcel. It’s the kind of thing meant to stay put through hurricanes, floods, and generations.”

“And it’s on the ground that doesn’t move,” Will said, nodding slowly as he caught the thread. “Just like we talked about. The marsh channels fill up with mud and change their bends, but a heavy granite stone on high ground stays right where it was buried.”

Tommy looked between Ben and Will, frowning. “Fine. Say it’s a big rock. Where on that giant plantation is it supposed to be? We walked through those woods last summer. It’s miles of briars, snakes, and overgrown brush.”

“That’s where this comes in,” David said, tapping the edge of the Polaroid chart.

He turned the photograph toward him, squinting at the faded ink lines. Then he pulled an old surveyor’s rule from his shirt pocket, laying it across the image.

“Look at the orientation,” David said, sounding less like an older brother and more like a sergeant laying out a grid coordinate. “Here’s the cluster of quarters where you found the wooden block. And here’s the blue-dot shack set off to the edge. When you came out the back of that shack, which way were you facing?”

“East,” Will answered promptly. “Toward the river dikes.”

“Right,” David said. “Now look at the old survey line running straight out from that cluster. See this faint hash mark where the canal makes a dogleg?”

We all crowded over the photo. There, almost invisible beneath the yellowed glaze of Whitaker’s old map, was a tiny crossed mark etched right at the bend where an abandoned irrigation ditch met the tree line.

“That’s an old boundary point,” David said. “If Marstin had a stone marking his property line against the swamp, that’s where an engineer would drop it. High enough to stay out of the tidal flood, but right on the corner of the ditch.”

The table went dead quiet. For a full minute, the only sound was the cicadas rattling in the branches above our heads.

“We’ve got a location,” I breathed.

“We’ve got a theory,” David corrected, leaning back. “And a theory isn’t worth a damn until you put boots on the ground.”

“Then let’s go,” Tommy said, his impatience flaring back up. “We load up in the truck, drive out to the plantation gate, and go find the rock.”

David shot Tommy a look that froze him mid-sentence.

“You don’t drive a loud, rattling Ford truck straight up to the front gate of a place where a man was following you yesterday,” David said, his voice turning hard. “If Whitaker is watching the roads like Jake says he is, seeing my truck turned into the Marstin drive is going to bring him running within twenty minutes.”

“So how do we get in?” Will asked.

“Tactics,” David said. “We take the back way. There’s an old logging trace that runs off the cutoff road about a mile south of the main entrance. Loggers used it back in the fifties, but it’s mostly overgrown pines and sweetgum now. I can tuck the truck in behind a stand of wax myrtles where it can’t be seen from the asphalt.”

He looked around the table, taking each of us in.

“Here are the rules,” David said, holding up a finger. “Rule one: you carry fishing poles and a couple of bait buckets. If Sheriff Jones or some farmer stops us on the logging road, we’re scouting tidal cuts to see if the croaker are moving inland. Not a word about stones, maps, or Blackbeard.”

“Understood,” Ben nodded.

“Rule two,” David continued, raising a second finger. “I stay with the truck. With this leg, I’d only slow you down in the mud, and somebody needs to hold the perimeter. If everything is quiet, I sit tight, and one tap from me means all clear. If Whitaker’s car turns down that road, or if somebody comes snooping, I tap the horn twice. You hear two sharp blasts, you drop what you’re doing, stay low in the drainage ditch, and double back to the vehicle. You hear three blasts, you scatter and hide.”

Tommy swallowed. The excitement in his face was rapidly being replaced by the realization that we were treating this like an actual mission.

“And rule three,” David said, looking straight at Will, then at me. “We go tomorrow morning at first light. Dead low tide. The ditch banks will be drained, the brush will be easier to walk, and Whitaker won’t expect four boys to be out of bed before sunrise.”

“Sunrise,” I repeated.

David held his palm out over the table, just like we’d done on the docks a summer ago.

“Till death?” David asked with a faint, wry grin, quoting the promise Will had told him about.

“Till death,” we answered together, stacking our hands over his rough, scarred grip.

The plan was locked. We drank the rest of the sweet tea, packed the canvas sack away, and spent the rest of the afternoon gathering shovels, canteen jugs, and old cane poles to sell the cover story.

Tomorrow, the waiting was done. We were going after Marstins Stone.

* * *

Sunrise barely had a toehold over the Atlantic when my alarm went off, but in our house, sneaking out before daylight was about as easy as smuggling an elephant through a screen door.

I tiptoed down the stairs with my sneakers tied together around my neck, carrying a pair of old cane poles, an entrenching shovel wrapped in burlap, and the canvas sack tucked tight under my arm. I had one hand on the brass knob of the back door when the kitchen light flicked on with a sharp snap.

Dad was already leaning against the counter in his undershirt, holding a steaming mug of black coffee. Mom stood right beside him, tying the sash of her faded floral robe.

Both pairs of eyes zeroed in on me.

“Well, look here,” Dad said, taking a slow sip and eyeing the clock on the wall. “Five-thirty in the morning on school vacation. Must be a miracle. During the school year, we have to beat on your door with a broom handle just to get you down for breakfast.”

“Morning, Dad,” I mumbled, trying to slide the burlap-wrapped shovel behind my leg. “Morning, Mom.”

Mom folded her arms, her gaze dropping straight to my feet. “Shoes off, sneak-thieving around the pantry, and packed for an expedition. Where on earth are you off to in such a hurry, Jake?”

“Just meeting the boys,” I said smoothly, letting David’s cover story roll off my tongue before my nerves could tangle it up. “David Carter’s driving us out past the lower cuts. The tide’s bottoming out, and the croaker are supposed to be moving into the tidal ditches early. Said he’d teach Will how to fish the deep holes if we got out there before the sun got high.”

Mom’s expression softened just a fraction at the mention of David. Around Murrells Inlet, folks had an unspoken tenderness toward anything involving that boy getting back on his feet.

“David’s driving you?” Dad asked, setting his mug down.

“Yes, sir. He’s picking us up in his truck.”

Dad studied the cane poles in my fist, then glanced down at the lumpy burlap sack near my knee. “What’s in the burlap?”

“Shovel,” I said without missing a beat, looking him right in the eye. “To dig fiddler crabs along the mudbank for bait. You know how fast they dive into the holes at low tide.”

Dad held my stare for three long seconds. He knew boats, he knew tides, and he knew when a teenage boy was skipping around the edges of the truth. But David was twenty, a combat veteran, and had common sense to spare.

“Mind your manners in his truck,” Dad finally grunted. “And don’t you boys go wandering off in that marsh if the tide turns. Low water won’t stay low forever.”

“Take some biscuits from the tin,” Mom ordered, pointing with her chin toward the counter. “I’m not having you boys fainting from the heat before nine o’clock.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

I shoved three cold ham biscuits into my shirt pocket, laced my sneakers on the back stoop, and wheeled my bicycle into the yard through the cool, gray mist.

When I reached the end of Will’s gravel lane, Tommy and Ben were already waiting by the ditch with their bikes dropped in the grass, both of them looking like they’d just barely survived an interrogation of their own.

“My mother nearly held me hostage,” Tommy hissed, swatting a gnat off his neck while clutching two beat-up cane poles. “She wanted to know why anybody would voluntarily wake up before sunrise to catch spot. I told her the fish don’t wait on her breakfast schedule, and she threatened to make me weed the squash patch right then and there.”

“My dad asked why David was taking us instead of shrimping,” Ben added, pushing his glasses up and clutching his canvas bag with the Polaroid charts safely stowed inside. “I had to swear up and down we weren’t going anywhere near the old plantation.”

“Well, you lied to your father before breakfast,” a deep voice rumbled from the shadows.

We spun around.

David’s two-tone Ford pickup was idling low and quiet beneath a clump of wax myrtles at the edge of the trees, its headlights switched off. Will was sitting in the middle of the bench seat, and David had his arm propped on the open driver’s window, wearing a faded olive-drab ballcap pulled low over his eyes.

“Throw the bikes in the brush, put your gear in the bed, and climb in,” David said, his tone leaving zero room for arguments. “The sun’s cresting the tree line. We’re burning daylight.”

We stashed our bicycles deep behind the myrtle bushes, tossed the cane poles and shovels into the rusted truck bed, and crammed into the cab. The truck smelled of tobacco, damp floor mats, and motor oil.

David eased his foot down on the clutch with his good leg, shifted into gear, and eased the rattling Ford onto the shell road without kicking up a single speck of dust.

None of us said a word as the waterfront fell behind us. Out past the edge of town, the live oaks formed an arch over the dirt road, and through the Spanish moss, the first rays of red sunlight broke across the salt marsh.

The interrogation was behind us. The hunt for Marstins Stone had officially begun.

* * *

David kept the headlights off until we cleared the outskirts of Murrells Inlet, letting the red morning light filtering through the cypress tops guide the truck down Highway 17.

He didn’t take the turn toward the main entrance of the Marstin plantation. Instead, he drove another mile south, watching his rearview mirror every few seconds with that steady, focused look he’d brought home from overseas. The asphalt was empty. No shrimpers, no milk delivery trucks, and no sign of Mr. Whitaker’s tidy sedan.

“Hold on to something,” David said, downshifting into second.

He swung the wheel hard to the right, easing the nose of the pickup through a break in the roadside ditch where the sweetgum and wax myrtles grew thick.

Branches clawed at the passenger door, and dried pine needles rustled against the undercarriage as the tires left the pavement and bit into soft dirt. Ahead of us lay the logging road—or what was left of it. Two overgrown tire ruts tunneled into the pines, covered in years of fallen limbs, saw palmettos, and gray spiderwebs stretching from trunk to trunk.

David handled the clutch with his good foot, working the gears with a veteran’s patience while his wooden leg rested solidly against the transmission hump. The truck groaned over exposed roots and wallowed through shallow muddy wallows, but David never let the tires spin hard enough to tear up the ground or kick up dust that could be spotted from the highway.

“How far does this track go?” Ben asked in a hushed voice, clutching his canvas bag tight against his chest.

“Used to run clear through to the old rice reservoirs back before the timber company pulled out,” David answered, leaning forward over the steering wheel to scan the brush. “Peters out into an old drainage canal about three hundred yards ahead. That’s as close as four wheels are going to get you.”

About fifty yards deeper into the trees, the timber thinned around a natural clearing screened by a dense cluster of dogwoods and tangled bullbrier. David eased the truck off the ruts, killed the ignition, and pulled the handbrake.

The sudden silence when the engine died was heavy. Cicadas were already buzzing in the canopy, and the thick, damp smell of rotting oak leaves and marsh muck filled the cab through the open windows.

David sat back, letting out a long breath. “End of the line. Grab your gear and let’s check the perimeter.”

We scrambled out of the cab into the humid morning air, stretching our cramped legs. Tommy and Will reached over the rusted tailgate, hauling down the shovels, the cane poles, and the bait buckets. I slung the canvas sack containing the survey photos and the carved wooden block over my shoulder.

David swung his good leg out, grabbed his forearm crutches from behind the bench seat, and hoisted himself down onto the pine straw. He leaned back against the fender, running his eyes over the tree line, listening for any rumble of an approaching motor out on the highway.

“All quiet,” David said quietly, his voice dropping into that calm military tone. “Now, listen close. You follow the old canal bed north. It’ll take you straight toward that dogleg bend we mapped out in Will’s yard. The tide’s at dead low, so stick to the firmer shelf along the tree roots instead of the mud bottom. If you lose your footing, that pluff mud will pull your sneakers right off your feet.”

“What about you?” Will asked, looking up at his brother.

David patted the horn ring on the steering wheel. “I’m the rearguard. I stay right here with the truck. Remember the signals: one tap means all clear, two sharp taps means somebody’s coming down this trace and you drop into the brush and head back. Three taps means scatter and stay hidden.”

He looked at each of us, his gaze lingering on Will, then Tommy, then Ben, and finally stopping on me.

“Find Marstins Stone, see what’s tucked behind it, and get your hides back to this clearing,” David told us. “Go on. Move.”

We left the truck tucked in the shadows of the myrtles, ducked beneath a low-hanging pine bough, and headed single-file into the dense woods toward the plantation ditch.

* * *

The minute David’s truck vanished behind the screen of pine boughs, an electric rush swept through the four of us.

For nine long months, we’d been sitting on our hands, staring at blackboards, doing yard chores, and carrying an impossible secret trapped inside our heads. Now, with the cool morning dirt giving way beneath our sneakers and the woods opening up before us, the hunt was finally moving again.

“Man, this is it,” Tommy grinned, picking up his pace until he was practically jogging ahead of us. He swung an old cane pole like a marching baton. “We’re actually doing it! What do you reckon’s sitting behind that rock? Doubloons? A brass compass? A silver pistol?”

“Keep your voice down, Tommy,” Ben hissed, though he couldn’t hide the grin tugging at the corners of his mouth. He clutched his canvas shoulder bag tightly against his ribs, making sure the Polaroid charts didn’t bend. “Sound travels over tidal water. And nobody said anything about pistols. We don’t even know what size the stone is yet.”

“I don’t care if it’s the size of a postage stamp, as long as
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