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​​Chapter 1: Then
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The lighthouse keeper's cottage had been abandoned for as long as Maya Sullivan could remember, which meant it belonged to her in all the ways that mattered. Not in the boring adult way of deeds and property taxes—her grandmother had tried explaining those once—but in the way a twelve-year-old could claim a place simply by loving it most.

She'd discovered it the summer she turned nine, back when her parents still thought letting her wander the coast with a backpack and a watch was reasonable supervision. The cottage sat at the edge of town where the road turned to gravel and the gravel surrendered to sand, a squat stone building with a red door that no longer closed properly and windows that had learned to whistle in harmony with the wind. The lighthouse itself stood fifty yards away, white paint peeling like sunburned skin, but Maya preferred the cottage. Lighthouses were meant to be seen. The cottage knew how to hide.

Today the August heat had turned the air thick and drowsy, the kind of afternoon that made even the gulls lazy. Maya sat in the cottage's overgrown garden—really just a square of weeds and wildflowers that had long ago staged a successful rebellion against order—with her sketchbook balanced on her knees. She was trying to capture the way the rosa rugosa climbed up what remained of a trellis, all thorns and defiant pink blooms, when she heard it.

Crying.

Not the distant wail of a toddler or the dramatic sobbing of someone who wanted to be heard. This was closer, quieter. The kind of crying you did when you hoped no one was listening.

Maya's pencil stilled. She should probably leave—crying felt private, like those moments when her mother thought Maya was asleep and sat at the kitchen table with her face in her hands. But the cottage was hers, and whoever was crying was in her space, which created a kind of responsibility she didn't quite know how to name.

She set down her sketchbook with the careful reverence it deserved—the good one, with actual sketch paper that didn't turn gray when you erased—and stood, brushing dirt from her shorts. Her knees were stained green from kneeling in the grass. Her mother would have opinions about that.

The crying came from behind the cottage, where the ground sloped down toward the beach and a cluster of scrubby pine trees provided shade and the illusion of privacy. Maya rounded the corner quietly, more out of habit than stealth. Being quiet was her default setting.

A boy sat with his back against the cottage wall, knees pulled to his chest, one hand pressed against his shin. His bike lay on its side a few feet away, front wheel still spinning slowly. He had dark hair that stuck up in the back like he'd forgotten to brush it, brown skin that suggested he actually went outside unlike Maya who turned lobster-red after ten minutes, and a yellow t-shirt with a cartoon dinosaur that declared "TYRANNOSAURUS RECESS."

He looked up when her shadow fell across him, and Maya watched his face do something complicated—surprise, then embarrassment, then an attempt at neither that didn't quite work.

"Sorry," she said automatically, though she wasn't sure what she was apologizing for. Existing, probably. That usually covered it.

"It's okay." His voice came out rough, like the crying had scraped it raw. He wiped at his face with the back of his hand, leaving a smear of dirt across his cheek. "I didn't know anyone came here."

"I come here."

"Yeah, I can see that now." Something that might have been a smile flickered at the corner of his mouth, then disappeared. He shifted, and Maya saw the blood.

His shin was scraped badly, the kind of road rash that happened when you hit pavement at speed. Bits of gravel were embedded in the wound, and blood had run down to his sock, which was white—or had been.

"That looks bad," Maya said.

"It's fine."

It wasn't fine. Maya might not know much about other humans—they remained largely mysterious to her despite twelve years of study—but she knew injuries. She'd spent her childhood falling out of trees and off rocks and into tide pools.

"Wait here," she said.

"I'm not really going anywhere." He gestured at his leg with a what-can-you-do expression that made him seem older than he probably was.

Maya jogged back to the garden and grabbed her backpack, mentally cataloging its contents. Tissues—check. The water bottle she'd forgotten to drink from—check. The first aid kit her grandmother had insisted she carry—extremely check. Her grandmother believed in being prepared the way other people believed in religion.

When she returned, the boy was poking gingerly at his leg with one finger, his face scrunched in concentration or pain or both.

"Don't touch it," Maya said. "You'll make it worse."

"Pretty sure crashing my bike made it worse."

"Touching it with dirty fingers will make it infected." She dropped to her knees beside him and unzipped her backpack. "I have stuff."

He watched as she pulled out the first aid kit, his eyebrows rising. "Do you just carry that around?"

"My grandma makes me." Maya felt her cheeks warm. "She's kind of... intense about safety."

"My mom's intense about eating vegetables, so I get it."

Maya unscrewed her water bottle. "This is going to sting."

"Can't be worse than—ow! Ow, that's worse!" He jerked his leg back, and Maya grabbed his ankle without thinking.

"Hold still. I need to get the gravel out or it'll heal wrong."

"Are you a doctor?"

"I'm twelve."

"That's not an answer."

"Neither is moving." Maya kept her grip on his ankle, gentle but firm. "I'm Maya, by the way. If you're going to yell at me, you should probably know my name."

He laughed, which turned into a hiss of pain as she flushed the wound again. "Eli. I'm—ow—I'm Eli Martinez."

"New?"

"Is it that obvious?"

"I know everyone in town." She dabbed at his shin with tissues, careful around the worst of the scraping. "Also, you're wearing sneakers from somewhere with actual stores."

Eli looked down at his shoes—bright blue with silver stripes, definitely not from Margie's General Store, which stocked exactly two varieties of sneaker, both white. "My dad got them in Portland. Before."

Something in the way he said "before" made Maya's hands slow. She recognized that word. It carried weight.

"Before what?"

"Before he moved to Portland without us." Eli's voice had gone flat, and he was staring at his shoes like they'd personally betrayed him. "My mom and I came here because she grew up here, and her sister still lives here, and apparently that's where you go when your life falls apart. Back to where you started."

Maya didn't know what to say to that. Her parents argued sometimes, usually about money or her father's hours at the engineering firm or whether they should have stayed in California, but they argued together, in the same house. She couldn't imagine one of them just... leaving.

"I'm sorry," she said finally, because that's what adults said when things were bad, even when sorry didn't fix anything.

"It's okay. I mean, it's not okay, but saying it's not okay doesn't change anything, so." He shrugged, and the gesture was so aggressively casual that Maya knew it was a lie.

She returned her attention to his leg, carefully picking out bits of gravel with tweezers from the first aid kit. Her grandmother had taught her this, during one of their summers together, explaining that hurt was temporary but scars could tell stories for years.

"You're really good at that," Eli said after a moment. "The not-hurting-me-too-much thing."

"I've had practice." Maya held up her elbows, which bore the silvery marks of a dozen past adventures. "I'm not great at the staying-uninjured thing."

"What do you do, fight bears?"

"Climb rocks mostly. And trees. And this one time I tried to see how close I could get to a seal and—"

"Did it bite you?"

"No, but its friend barked really loud and I fell backward into a tide pool." Maya smoothed antibiotic ointment over the cleaned wound, her touch feather-light. "Had barnacle cuts for weeks."

"Worth it?"

She considered. "Yeah. The seal was really cute."

Eli laughed again, and this time it didn't sound like it hurt. Maya unwrapped a gauze pad and began taping it in place, trying to remember the technique her grandmother had shown her. Not too tight, but secure enough to stay.

"Why were you going so fast anyway?" she asked. "On your bike."

His smile disappeared. "I wasn't. I'm just not good at it yet. My dad was supposed to teach me, but then..." He gestured vaguely at the universe and everything wrong in it. "My mom's been too busy with the move and finding a job and everything. She tries but she doesn't really know how either."

"I could teach you." The words came out before Maya had fully thought them through, but once they were out there, she found she meant them. "I'm really good at bikes."

Eli looked at her, properly looked, like he was trying to figure out if she was making fun of him. Maya held his gaze steadily. She understood that look. She'd worn it herself plenty of times.

"You don't have to," he said carefully.

"I know. But the cottage is a good place to practice. Flat ground, no cars, and if you crash again, I've apparently got medical supplies." She finished taping the gauze and sat back on her heels. "Also, I'm here every day anyway. I don't have much else going on."

"Don't you have friends?"

"Not really." Maya began packing up the first aid kit, not meeting his eyes. "People at school think I'm weird. I don't talk much, and when I do, it's usually about the wrong things. Like, nobody wants to hear about crab molting cycles during lunch."

"I would," Eli said.

Maya's hands stilled. "What?"

"I'd want to hear about crab molting. That sounds interesting. When do they molt? Is it seasonal or do they just do it whenever?"

She turned to stare at him. He was serious. His eyes—brown and warm and genuinely curious—were focused on her like her answer mattered.

"Usually during summer," she heard herself say. "When the water's warmer. They absorb water to expand and split their old shell, then back out of it. They're really vulnerable afterward until the new shell hardens."

"Do they hide?"

"Yeah, under rocks or in crevices. Smart ones find tide pools where they can stay wet but protected."

"Smart ones," Eli repeated, and he was smiling now, a real smile that crinkled the corners of his eyes. "You think crabs can be smart?"

"Why not? They have to solve problems—where to hide, what to eat, how to avoid predators. That's intelligence."

"I never thought about it like that." He struggled to his feet, testing his weight on the injured leg. He winced but stayed upright. "You know a lot about ocean stuff."

"I like drawing it." Maya stood too, slinging her backpack over her shoulder. "Animals and plants and the way water moves. It's easier than people."

"What do you mean?"

She hesitated. This was usually where she said too much, where she made things weird. But Eli was still looking at her with that same open curiosity, and something about the afternoon—the heat, the hidden location, the fact that he'd already cried in front of her—made her brave.

"People don't make sense to me," she said. "They say one thing but mean another, and you're supposed to just know which is which. And they care about stuff that seems random, like wearing the right clothes or liking the right music, and if you care about different stuff, you're wrong somehow. But waves don't lie. Crabs don't pretend to be something they're not. I can watch them for hours and understand exactly what they're doing."

Eli nodded slowly. "Kids at my old school used to think I was weird because I actually liked reading. Like, books that weren't assigned. My best friend—my old best friend—said it was embarrassing to be seen with someone who brought books to soccer practice."

"Did you stop reading?"

"No. But I stopped bringing them to practice." He looked at the ground. "Then we moved, so I guess it didn't matter anyway."

They stood there in the shade of the scrubby pines, two twelve-year-olds carrying their different versions of not-quite-fitting-in. Maya could hear the waves in the distance, steady and reliable. The lighthouse cottage sat behind them, sun-warmed stone and peeling paint, witness to this strange afternoon.

"So," Eli said eventually. "Tomorrow? For the bike thing?"

"Tomorrow," Maya agreed. "I'm usually here by three. After lunch but before my mom expects me home for dinner."

"Three works." He picked up his bike, testing his leg again. "Thanks for the—" He gestured at his shin. "For not letting me bleed to death."

"You weren't going to bleed to death."

"Still. Thanks." He straddled the bike carefully, and Maya noticed he favored his good leg. "Hey, Maya?"

"Yeah?"

"The drawing you were doing. Can I see it sometime?"

Her heart did something complicated in her chest. "If you want. It's not very good."

"I bet it is." He pushed off, wobbling slightly before finding his balance. "See you tomorrow!"

Maya watched him pedal away, slower and more careful now, until he turned onto the main road and disappeared behind the rise. Then she walked back to the garden and picked up her sketchbook, looking at the half-finished rosa rugosa with its impossible angles and stubborn blooms.

She flipped to a clean page and began sketching from memory: a boy with a dinosaur shirt and scraped knees, sitting against a stone wall, looking at the world like it had surprised him. She wasn't good at people—faces were hard, expressions harder—but she tried anyway.

Tomorrow, she thought. She'd show him the tide pools on the north side, the ones tourists never found because they required scrambling over rocks and knowing when the tide would be low. She'd teach him about wheel balance and momentum and how to fall without hurting yourself too badly.

Tomorrow suddenly felt full of possibility in a way Maya's tomorrows usually didn't.

***
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THE NEXT DAY CAME HOT and bright, the kind of August afternoon that made the air shimmer above the asphalt. Maya arrived at the cottage at two-thirty, a full half hour early, which she told herself was because she'd finished her chores quickly and not because she was worried Eli might not show up.

She spread her sketchbook open to yesterday's drawing, examining it with a critical eye. The face was wrong—she'd made his features too soft, too uncertain. In reality, even scraped and crying, Eli had held himself with a kind of determination. She picked up her pencil and began adjusting the lines, adding shadow to the jaw, changing the angle of his shoulders.

"That's me."

Maya jumped, nearly dropping her pencil. Eli stood at the garden's edge, bike parked carefully against the cottage wall, staring at the sketchbook with wide eyes.

"I didn't hear you come up," Maya said, heat flooding her cheeks. "Sorry, I was just—it's not finished, it's not any good—"

"Are you kidding? That's amazing." He moved closer, limping only slightly. "You made me look... I don't know. Like I'm thinking about something important."

"You were. You were thinking about your dad."

Eli's expression shifted, surprise mixing with something that might have been gratitude. "Yeah. Yeah, I was."

"Is it weird?" Maya asked. "That I drew you?"

"It's the coolest thing anyone's ever done." He looked from the drawing to her and back again. "Can you teach me? To draw like that?"

"It's not really something you teach. It's just practice."

"Then can I practice with you?" He sat down beside her in the grass, close enough that their shoulders almost touched. "I'm terrible at it, but I always wanted to be good. My old art teacher said I had 'enthusiasm' but not 'natural talent,' which I'm pretty sure was nice-person code for 'please stop drawing.'"

Maya laughed before she could stop herself. "My teacher says I have 'technical skill' but need to work on 'emotional expression,' which I think means my drawings look like diagrams."

"Can I see more?"

Nobody ever asked to see more. Maya hesitated, then flipped backward through the pages. Sea stars clustered on rocks. A blue heron standing in the shallows. Kelp beds swaying in invisible currents. Each drawing was careful, precise, labeled with tiny notes about colors and textures.

"These are incredible," Eli breathed. "They look real. Like, not real like a photograph, but real like they're alive on the page."

"They're just studies."

"They're not just anything." He pointed to the heron. "See how you did the feathers? Each one is different. And the way its legs disappear into the water—you can almost feel how cold it is."

Maya stared at him. She'd shown her drawings to her mother, who'd smiled and said they were very nice before returning to her real estate listings. She'd shown them to her teacher, who'd given her an A and told her to try drawing people sometimes. But nobody had ever really looked at them like this, seeing not just what they were but what she'd tried to capture.

"Thank you," she said quietly.

"For what?"

"For seeing them."

Eli met her eyes, and something passed between them, an understanding that needed no words. They were both people who watched carefully, who noticed things others missed, who felt too much and showed too little.

"So," he said, breaking the moment with a grin. "You ready to watch me fall off my bike repeatedly?"

Maya closed her sketchbook and stood, offering him her hand. "That's literally why I brought extra bandages."

***
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THEY SPENT THE NEXT hour in the clearing behind the cottage, where the ground was mostly flat and scattered with pine needles that provided at least some cushioning. Maya walked Eli through the basics—weight distribution, how to use the handlebars to steer rather than wrestling them, the importance of looking where you wanted to go instead of where you were afraid you'd crash.

"It's kind of philosophical," Eli panted after his fifth attempt, which had ended with him veering into a patch of beach grass. "Look where you want to go. That's like life advice."

"Is it working?"

"I'm not bleeding yet, so better than yesterday."

He climbed back on the bike, and this time when he pushed off, he made it almost twenty feet before wobbling and putting his foot down. But it was progress, clear and measurable, and when he looked back at Maya his face was bright with triumph.

"Did you see that? I almost had it!"

"You're getting the balance," Maya confirmed. "You just need to trust it more. Stop fighting the bike and let it work with you."

"Let it work with me," Eli repeated. "Okay. Okay, I can do that."

He tried again. And again. And again. By the sixth attempt, he made it across the clearing without stopping, and by the eighth, he executed a
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