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        A Day at the Beach

        Salem Crossing #5

        by Antonia Church

      

      

      Salem Crossing must rebuild after a devastating hurricane leaves the seaside community in ruin. Nevada Noble works to rebuild her life after the storm nearly destroyed her future with her one true love. The people of SX must find ways to work together if they want a future along the Florida coastline. The locals believe they have survived the worst the world has to offer, but new dangers lurk on the horizon. Even as Neve looks forward to her first yuletide season along sandy beaches with her loved ones, a new threat lurks in the shadows of SX—the holidays are coming.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dramatis personae

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Noble family

      

      

      
        
          	
        Maggie (Jacquelyn Salem), 40—Neve’s adopted mother
      

      	
        Mark (Gilbert Graham), 40—Neve’s adopted father
      

      	
        Nevada “Neve”, 23—moved from Iowa to Florida to start a new life, engaged to Bryce Graham
      

      	
        Cyprus, 22—Neve’s adopted brother, twin to Willow
      

      	
        Willow, 22—Neve’s adopted sister, twin to Cyprus
      

      

      

      

      
        
        The Graham family

      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Tomás—original founder, immigrated from Puerto Rico
      

      	
        Grandame Mavis, 96—remained in SX after the rest of her family left
      

      	
        Amanda, 46—Bryce’s mother
      

      	
        Bryce, 26*—returns to SX after a long absence
      

      	
        Zephyr, 25—Bryce’s sister
      

      	
        Tom, 28—Bryce’s cousin, FBI agent
      

      

      

      

      
        
        The Salem family

      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Nathaniel—original founder, immigrated from England
      

      	
        Alexander, 89—father to Tessa, Nolan, and Mariposa
      

      	
        Tessa, 60—powerful matriarch of the Salem clan, mother of Domino, Makenna, Micah, and Sean
      

      	
        Domino [deceased]—former candidate for mayor, murdered
      

      	
        Makenna, 26—scandalized progeny ostracized from the family
      

      	
        Sweetheart “Sweetie”, 6—child born of Makenna’s illicit relationship with Martin Montgomery
      

      	
        Micah, 25**—playboy scion
      

      	
        Sean [deceased]**—tragic victim
      

      	
        Nolan, 57—father of Jacquelyn, Juliet, Naomi, Alistair, and Britney Iblīs
      

      	
        Daphne, 55—mother of Juliet, Naomi, and Alistair
      

      	
        Juliet, 26*—Naomi’s twin sister, popular and rich
      

      	
        Naomi, 26*—Juliet’s twin sister, black sheep of family
      

      	
        Alistair, 25—ambitious and charismatic
      

      	
        Simmeron, 25—cousin, publishes local gossip in Simmer Salem’s Scandal Sheet
      

      

      

      

      
        
        The Zhang family

      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Sun—original founder, immigrated from China
      

      	
        Lula [deceased]—mother to Millie and Kevin
      

      	
        Kevin, 50—chief of police
      

      	
        Millie, 52—head of powerful political dynasty, mother to Juliet, Dalton, and Owen
      

      	
        Corden, 54—Millie’s husband, biological father to Nevada Noble, Juliet, Dalton, and Owen
      

      	
        Juliet, 26*—presumed dead
      

      	
        Owen, 28—former co-mayor of SX, ex-husband of Britney Iblīs
      

      	
        Dalton, 25**—prodigal son who studied abroad for year
      

      

      

      

      
        
        The Montgomery family

      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Samuel—original founder, emancipated slave from the North
      

      	
        Martin, 56—influential but shady business leader, father to Carver, Jax, Sammy, Riley, Bryce, Sweetie, and Damien
      

      	
        Amaya [deceased]—Martin’s sister, mother to Clover
      

      	
        Magdalene, 56—Martin’s wife
      

      	
        Carver, 27**—troubled offspring, frequently incarcerated
      

      	
        Sammy, 26*—food truck entrepreneur
      

      	
        Jackson “Jax”, 25—bad boy with a heart of gold
      

      	
        Riley, 23—spoiled brat troublemaker
      

      

      

      

      
        
        The Ryan family

      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Constance—original founder, immigrated from Ireland
      

      	
        Helen, 69—retired municipal worker who preceded Neve in her position
      

      	
        Solomon, 75, and Judith, 75—moral leaders in SX
      

      	
        Rebecca, 48—owns the cottages along the cape as Neve’s landlord
      

      	
        David, 46—runs a nonprofit SX homeless shelter
      

      	
        Rob, 25**—estranged husband to Ariel Álvarez
      

      	
        Saul, 55—reverend, once married to Mariposa (Álvarez), who ran off when their daughter Mariah was a baby
      

      	
        Mariah, 27—ambitious and independent
      

      	
        John, 50—quiet, loner, morose ever since his wife died in childbirth, father to Delilah and Caleb
      

      	
        Delilah, 26*—quirky oddball who offends most people
      

      	
        Caleb, 27—overprotective brother, socially strange
      

      

      

      

      
        
        The Álvarez family

      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Dominga—original founder, immigrated from Cuba
      

      	
        Ramón “Ram”, 25**—big badass biker
      

      	
        Isabel, 77—a woman with many mystery lovers, none of whom she married, mother to Carlos, Maria, and Mariposa
      

      	
        Carlos, 55—proprietor of cafe/bar called Laverne’s
      

      	
        Anna, 27**—transitioned from Angelo ten years ago
      

      	
        Maria, 53—advocate against the subjugation of the Álvarez family in SX, mother to Ariel and Acindina
      

      	
        Ariel, 26*—self-centered drama queen, engaged to Rob Ryan
      

      	
        Acindina “Cin”, 22—spitfire waitress at Laverne’s
      

      	
        Mariposa, 50—former wife to Saul Ryan, mother to Mariah Ryan and Nevada Noble, left SX for Boston for 20+ years
      

      

      

      
        
        The Iblīs family

      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Ebrahim—original founder, immigrated from Persia
      

      	
        Neil Iblīs (Halloweather) [deceased]—co-conspirator behind the Dark Summer kidnappings, father to Clover Black
      

      	
        Elizabeth Iblīs (Halloweather), 49—sister to Neil, mother to Britney and Damien
      

      	
        Britney Iblīs (Halloweather), 28—ex-wife of Owen Zhang, daughter to Nolan Salem and Liz Iblīs
      

      	
        Damien Iblīs (Halloweather), 26—murdered Domino Salem, son to Martin Montgomery and Liz Iblīs
      

      	
        Clover Iblīs (Black), 23—raised in Boston by Mariposa Álvarez, biological offspring of Neil Iblīs and Amaya Montgomery
      

      

      

      

      
        
        The Miccosukee tribe

      

      

      
        
          	
        Andre Mascolo [deceased]—kidnapper who abducted the Dark Summer captives
      

      	
        Anthony Mascolo [deceased]—Andre’s twin brother
      

      	
        Auberon Fox— true love of Naomi Salem
      

      

      

      

      
        
        *a Caesar sibling, born on the Ides of March

        **a Dark Summer captive

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Previously in Salem Crossing…

          

        

      

    

    
      Nevada “Neve” Noble moved from Horton, Iowa, to the beautiful Florida coast, working as a social worker for the City of Salem Crossing, otherwise known to the residents as SX. After a brief fling with local bad boy Jackson Montgomery, she fell in love with Bryce Graham, a doctor originally from SX who had returned home after a ten-year absence. After the “death” of the mayor, Juliet Zhang, Bryce ran for office and won. He also discovered his father, Martin Montgomery, was one of the disreputable citizens of SX. After a tumultuous campaign and seismic familial revelations, Neve and Bryce became engaged. Shortly thereafter, Neve discovered she was secretly born in Salem Crossing. After analyzing historical records and chasing leads around SX, Nevada found that she was Corden Zhang’s daughter. Her mother was a descendant of Salems and Álvarezes. As a hurricane approached SX, Bryce learned Neve had been lying to him. The deception nearly destroyed their relationship. But even as the storm tore Salem Crossing apart, it brought Neve and Bryce back together.

      

      
        
        Meanwhile, elsewhere in SX…

      

      

      

      Six families rule Salem Crossing, descendants of the founding settlers embroiled in drama and romance for over a hundred years. The animosity between members of the different clans existed for generations until seven siblings were born on the same day on the Ides of March. Twenty-six years ago, a member of each family gave birth on the same night during a violent tropical storm—Bryce Graham, Delilah Ryan, Ariel Álvarez, Sammy Montgomery, Juliet Zhang, Juliet Salem, and Naomi Salem. These pseudo-siblings, dubbed “the Caesars,” became fast friends and remained inseparable for sixteen years until Bryce moved away. Bryce recently returned, ten years later, and Salem Crossing will never be the same.

      A hurricane recently struck Central Florida, causing extensive damage along Salem Shores and crippling the resort industry in SX, bringing financial peril to the Salem family. Among the casualties were Anna Álvarez and Auberon Fox. As the city reels from the devastating blow from Hurricane Marlena, the citizens must pick up the pieces and work together to rebuild their beloved Salem Crossing.

      Drama permeated SX after the storm. Fifteen years before, a madman named Andre Mascolo kidnapped seven youths during the Dark Summer—Micah and Sean Salem, Dalton Zhang, Rob Ryan, Anna and Ram Álvarez, and Carver Montgomery. Recent answers about what really happened have generated more questions. A seventh founding family—the Iblīs clan—sold their claim to the land in a dubious deal with the Salems during the nineteenth century. The descendants of the original Iblīs immigrants to Florida—Britney, Damien, and Elizabeth Halloweather—prepare to reclaim the rights to their portion of land as SX focuses on recovery.

      The runoff election for SX’s co-mayor approaches after being postponed until after the holidays. After the death of Auberon Fox, Martin Montgomery faces off with Mariah Ryan in a contentious head-to-head competition. Jackson Montgomery and Acindina Álvarez grow closer as new dangers threaten any future together. Jackie Salem searches for a way to save the family fortune while dealing with the fallout of her extramarital affair with Martin Montgomery. Ariel Álvarez investigates the suspicious activity of some of her fellow Caesars—will she discover an impostor replaced Juliet Zhang and the real Caesar is being held captive off the coast of Salem Shores, while SX prepares for the holiday season amidst the aftermath of a natural disaster?

      Meanwhile, Nevada Noble decides to face the many mysteries that plague SX proactively while her fiancé is busy coordinating recovery efforts after the storm. She assembles a task force to tackle the lingering mysteries—Why did Damien Halloweather kill Domino Salem? Are there really pieces to an ancient treasure map hidden among the six founding families of SX? Who kidnapped the Juliets and why? What is the Iblīs family up to? Why did Helen Ryan switch Neve with Clover at birth?

      It’s Christmastime in Salem Crossing. Will Santa deliver joy and peace to SX, or will the holidays bring more danger to a town already plagued with turmoil?
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          JULIET ZHANG

        

      

    

    
      Juliet Zhang woke up on the beach.

      She had been dreaming of her wife. Juliet was beside her in the sand, tanning topless. Any other method was a sin in her book. Sunglasses covered her dreamy blue eyes, and a smirk curled the edges of her luscious lips. Men slowed and stared as they passed, but Juliet Zhang wasn’t jealous.

      Those dicks could look as much as they wanted because Juliet Salem was going home with her tonight.

      The occasional female companions of the ogling males became envious and wandered by with a scowl, unsuccessfully attempting to avert the eyes of their companions. The husbands and boyfriends are unable to avoid gawking at the perfect pair of tits. The Juliets were tanning on a restricted stretch on private Salem property with no rules about proper beach attire. Trespassing tourists passed along the shore at their own risk. Sharks and riptides might pose a danger in the water, but the female tourists worried more about the maneater sunbathing in the sand. Disgruntled wives and girlfriends simply picked up the pace, speeding through the surf as their men soaked up the sight of the beautiful topless blonde on the beach.

      Juliet Zhang, out in public with Juliet Salem. Years ago, as teens, the Caesars could sneak around together, and the beach was a popular destination. Although bold as a teen, Juliet Salem had become less brazen as an adult. But this afternoon, nothing bothered her. Let them see. Let them look. No one could do a thing to stop her.

      “Wouldn’t this be nice,” Juliet Salem asked, sliding her shades down her perfect, pert nose and giving her wife a wink, “if this wasn’t a dream?”

      Juliet Zhang sprang to an upright position. She wasn’t wearing beach attire, but a strange, mustard-colored jumpsuit that resembled a prison uniform. The smell of Juliet Salem’s coconut lotion transformed into the dank stench of rotting seaweed. The soft, elegant sands of Salem Shores turned hard and rough. As Juliet watched her wife, now asleep beside her, she grew older and grayer, her skin darkening, and her features changed. She mimicked a mirror image of Juliet Zhang. Soon, she was staring not at a beautiful blonde Salem, but an aged ancestor Juliet had long thought dead.

      “Grandmother,” Juliet whispered.

      The older woman in the sand beside Juliet stirred. Her eyes fluttered open. Gray brows furrowed over dark eyes. She struggled to get herself up on her knees. “Where are we?” her grandmother asked in a tired, hopeless tone.

      Juliet stood. She ached all over. She scoured the beach in both directions and found only the sea in either direction, trying to figure out where they were. Staring at the ocean, she attempted to mark something to reference their location, but all she saw was the endless expanse of the Atlantic. The sun peeked over the lip of the liquid world. Brilliant pools of orange and bright red striations painted the coastal waters. It would’ve been beautiful if Juliet hadn’t feared for her and her grandmother’s lives.

      From the lack of any sign of civilization, discernible watercraft moving along the horizon, or even a jet contrail in the distance, Juliet decided they’d washed up on one of the islands along the chain far offshore the Florida peninsula. They hadn’t made it back to the mainland. Juliet didn’t know the islands around Salem Crossing like her pseudo-sister/sister-in-law, Naomi, who made these waters more of a home than the opulent Salem compound where she grew up.

      “I don’t think we made it home,” Juliet said, cursing under her breath.

      Juliet recounted the events of the previous night. She’d plotted the daring escape for days. She broke herself and her grandmother out of the cells located on the deserted island where her backstabbing fellow Caesar, Delilah Ryan, held them captive. Her grandmother had been presumed dead and stuck in that prison for ten years. After releasing them from their adjacent cells, Juliet stopped by the third prisoner’s cell, offering him escape. The other prisoner sat in the darkness, unmoving. He did not reply. Juliet pleaded for a minute, to no avail. Finally, her grandmother advised her to leave him behind.

      “We can send the authorities back for him,” her grandmother said. “He’s been here longer than I. He’s too afraid to try.”

      “You’re not staying behind, though,” Juliet stated, searching her grandmother’s face for signs of giving up.

      Her grandmother put a thin hand on her shoulder. “I have something to live for right in front of me, Juliet.”

      They commandeered a canoe in a small bay, a little boat likely used to paddle across the quarter-mile expanse of the cove. Instead, Juliet pushed off and paddled out to sea, hoping she had chosen the right direction. A chance at freedom was worth the uncertainty of success. The possibility of death didn’t dissuade Juliet from trying to get back to her wife and friends. Juliet Zhang would never give up.

      Juliet paddled through the night and was spent by the time the silhouette of land appeared, framed by an endless starry sky. Her grandmother had passed out from exhaustion. Juliet dragged their craft ashore and managed to get her grandmother into the sand, covering her with a couple of blankets she’d brought from the prison cell. Juliet promptly passed out, not remembering snuggling beside her grandmother on the beach.

      “Let’s move inland,” Juliet said as the bright morning sun offered hope. “Maybe the island is big enough to show signs of civilization.”

      Some islands along the coast, like the resort where Alistair Salem constructed an expensive hotel and vacation destination, were sporadically occupied. Maybe they could find someone who could be of help or have a way to communicate with the mainland. She headed inland, navigating thick vegetation slowly enough to allow her grandmother to keep pace.

      The overgrown foliage proved nearly unnavigable. No one had been through this bramble since the dawn of humanity. Juliet started feeling disheartened when they came across a clearing under a high canopy of trees. Something didn’t belong. A clue like one of those Agatha Christie mysteries she’d watch with her grandmother on occasional afternoons when Juliet and her brothers needed a sitter. She glanced at her grandmother to see if it elicited the same response. But the woman Juliet remembered from her youth seemed to have vanished. A shell remained. Her grandmother’s spirit was broken and lost.

      A tarp piled with firewood lay in the clearing. Someone had left it behind. It was the first sign that the island may be inhabited. Juliet looked closer. The standing water from the recent downpours left shallow puddles in the shape of shoeprints in the muddy soil. All the puddles pointed in one direction. She followed, keeping her pace slow enough for her grandmother to keep up. Cancer and captivity had left her a weak and withered shadow of her former self.

      The directions of the footprints led to a cold campfire at the center of another clearing, which appeared to have been recently used. The hurricane had scrubbed the area of most evidence, but near the campsite was a wet, gray char and a couple of soggy cigarette butts. In the distance, empty crates as ominous as a pool of blood on a kitchen floor. One of the wooden pens appeared refurbished, while the others were rotted and broken. In one tangle of brush, a yellow ribbon of police tape fluttered in the soft breeze.

      “Hahkv Island,” Juliet whispered under her breath.

      “The Dark Summer?” Her grandmother swept her eyes across the scene. “It looks like someone was here more recently.”

      “I heard about it in Iowa,” Juliet said. “Acindina Álvarez kept an eye on things in SX for me. She said the original abductor tricked Dalton and the other survivors into returning to Nightmare Island.”

      “Dalton got abducted? Again?”

      “He’s okay,” Juliet said, walking among the rotted crates where the devil had once corralled her brother like a pig for weeks and weeks. “Neil Halloweather happened to be in the right place at the right time and rescued them, killing the kidnapper in the process.”

      “That’s a bullshit story. No way in Hell those boys would ever let someone wrangle them back here ever again,” her grandmother muttered. “Dalton would rather die than be dragged back here.”

      “Yeah,” Juliet agreed. She thought the same thing when Acindina reported the story. Carver Montgomery was big as fuck, and Ram Álvarez was larger still. No old man could force any of those men, or Anna Álvarez either, for that matter, back to Nightmare Island.

      “So, now we’re stuck in this godforsaken place,” her grandmother said. “Out of the shark tank into the gator pond.”

      Juliet leaned against one of the wooden crates. She imagined her brother stuck in the small box made of sun-bleached planks, captive here for weeks and weeks. Juliet recalled the Dark Summer when the whole town banded together in search of the seven missing kids in SX, Dalton Zhang, Carver Montgomery, Angelo and Ram Álvarez, Sean and Micah Salem, and Rob Ryan. Those kids had endured agony. Juliet had been captive for only about a week so far. Her moxie consisted of sterner stuff than Dalton’s, and he woke up and faced every day, although usually drunk and depressed. Juliet would survive this situation. She would get back to SX and reunite with her wife.

      Juliet stopped at the eighth crate, which no one had ever occupied. Most people believed that Andre Mascolo intended Bryce Graham to be his next victim. Bryce was more of a brother to her than Dalton ever was. How would a summer in captivity have affected Bryce if the kidnapper had abducted him? Would Bryce have met the same fate as Sean? Sean Salem was the sole fatality of the Dark Summer. One kid out of the seven never woke up from the nightmare.

      His murderer was dead. Neil Halloweather had gunned down the man responsible for the terror that horrific summer.

      Or had he? Acindina’s last report before Juliet’s abduction suggested something about the whole story stunk like rotten fish.

      Naomi Salem had found the captives fifteen years ago. She had sailed the routes along the outer islands countless times through the summer. One day, Naomi spotted signs of movement on Hahkv Island. She reported suspicious activity and saved the lives of six kids. And she probably prevented Bryce from becoming the next victim.

      “It took a whole town searching for those kids the entire summer to find them the last time.” No one would accuse Lula Zhang of acting optimistically after ten years of captivity. “No one is even looking for us. I’m presumed dead, and they probably think you are, too.”

      “Juliet wouldn’t give up on me,” Juliet Zhang said. She had updated her grandmother on many events over the last decade since everyone believed Lula had died. They’d had a week to discuss many different things as the hurricane locked down the island, and recovery efforts had directed their captors’ attention elsewhere. “She’s looking for me.”

      “We wanted to find those missing kids. We thought we had turned over every rock and checked every corner of SX. And yet, we never looked here.”

      Lula Zhang was co-mayor at the time and instrumental in the search and rescue mission. Careful planning ended up being upstaged by pure luck.

      “Juliet might not consider searching Nightmare Island, but Naomi thought of it once before. We’re Caesar sisters, Grandmother. The Salem twins won’t rest until they find me.”

      “That hurricane made a direct hit on SX. The last thing anyone will be thinking about is a woman who was hiding in Iowa, and someone who died ten years ago. Who knows what sort of devastation SX is currently dealing with? I’m afraid we’re not at the top of the list of concerns, Juliet.”

      She was right, damn it. Juliet couldn’t accept escaping one prison to simply become marooned somewhere else, where she couldn’t escape. She needed to get to SX and warn everyone that Delilah Ryan was an evil bitch. That was a twist she never saw coming. Her Caesar sister was as crazy as the mad hatter, but she never struck Juliet as an evil mastermind. Now, if it had been Ariel, then Juliet would understand. In fact, as they were growing up, Delilah had always said the logical, cool, and calculating Juliet Zhang was the one who reminded her of a James Bond villain.

      “Then we find our own way off this cursed island,” Juliet said, scouring the area for…what? A helicopter with a full tank that somehow survived the hurricane? She didn’t know how to fly a chopper. A discarded cell phone with a full battery? Deus ex machina was a foolish fantasy, and the practical Juliet Zhang wouldn’t put her faith in phony miracles. Her grandmother had been a woman of faith before she disappeared ten years ago, and Juliet hadn’t seen her praying since her unexpected resurrection.

      “You still believe in God, Grandmother?”

      “Faith is finite, Juliet, and my tank ran dry years ago.”

      “Yeah.” Juliet looked at the sky, empty and endless, no sign of a miracle, neither a search drone nor divine intervention. “God helps those who help themselves, right?”

      Her grandmother stared at her feet, not even glancing up. “Not in my experience. We’re damned no matter what.”

      How had it come to this? Juliet had followed in her grandmother’s footsteps. Lula had been the mayor when she disappeared. How had such a strong leader turned into a hopeless mess? Juliet had also served in City Hall. Was she destined to lose faith eventually?

      Juliet glared at her grandmother, “I’m not going to give up so easily.”

      “Neither did I for the first few years. Then, for a few more years, I would occasionally get a flash of hope. Now, it’s a good day when I don’t wish the cancer would finish the job someone started ten years ago.”

      Who was that someone? Juliet’s captors had primarily remained masked. Only Delilah had revealed herself, throwing it in her pseudo-sister’s face. Who was the mastermind behind the prison on the remote island off Salem Shores? Delilah Ryan didn’t have the financial means or the architectural intellect to construct an evil lair. Why did someone kidnap Juliet and her grandmother? Who was the guy in the end cell? Her grandmother said she’d seen an Álvarez in the clinic before they transported her back to her cell. Which Álvarez? Juliet was fighting not only for her freedom but to rescue all of them.

      “We still have the canoe,” Juliet said, unconvinced the small raft could make it across the open ocean between Hahkv Island and Salem Shores.

      “Sea’s too rough,” her grandmother said. “The waves will capsize us.”

      Juliet turned and started walking to the shore they’d washed up on. “I’ll swim back to SX if I have to.”

      “You won’t have to swim, Juliet,” came a voice from within the tangled undergrowth. “We’ve got a boat.”

      Britney Halloweather emerged from the thick foliage. Contrary to her usual glamorous, designer outfits, she wore a fashionable khaki ensemble that resembled what a wealthy person would wear on safari. Britney had been her sister-in-law until lately, the mother of Juliet’s nephews, and first lady of SX for many years while Juliet and Owen Zhang served as co-mayors. They’d spent holidays and a hundred other family functions together. Juliet knew her as well as she knew anyone outside her own Caesar siblings.

      “Thank God, Britney,” Juliet said, stumbling toward her unexpected rescuer. “We were kidna⁠—”

      She came close enough to see that Britney wasn’t alone. Britney’s brother stood at her elbow. Damien Halloweather aimed a pistol at the Zhangs. The look on his face didn’t suggest he intended to help reunite the Juliets. She thought about the man in the mask who’d brought them food and water through the hurricane. His build and posture matched Damien’s.

      The Halloweathers were in cahoots with Delilah Ryan.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me, Brit,” Juliet said.

      “Have you ever known me to have a sense of humor, Juliet?”

      “Hell, no,” Juliet said, turning to her grandmother. “This bitch has been keeping you locked up, Grandmother?”

      Juliet’s grandmother squinted, as if trying to focus on a blurry image. “Is this the slutty little Britney who used to run around with Owen? I never imagined she was smart enough to be involved with a criminal mastermind. I haven’t seen her on the island before. The other one usually wears a mask. I never guessed he was a Halloweather.”

      “We’re not Halloweathers,” Britney said.

      “Well, you’re fucking certainly not a Zhang anymore, either,” Juliet snapped.

      “We’re descended from one of the original settlers of SX, Ebrahim Iblīs. We are going to take back what’s ours.”

      “Ibli-wha?” Juliet muttered. “What are you talking about, Brit?”

      Britney approached with Damien in lockstep like a loyal pet. “Your grandmother knows. She’ll have plenty of time to fill you in. Come with us.”

      Damien jabbed his gun at the Zhangs. Juliet considered running, preferring a chance at escape to further incarceration, willing to chance a bullet in the back before she started to suffer the slow descent into hopelessness like her grandmother. But Juliet realized by the evil in Damien’s eye that he wouldn’t shoot Juliet first. He’d aim for her grandmother. He’d make Juliet lose her again.

      She couldn’t go through the pain.

      There had to be another way.

      Juliet followed the Hallowe—the Iblīs sibs. They had a boat waiting. Somehow, the psycho siblings had tracked Juliet’s escape from the prison to Nightmare Island. They were going to take Juliet and Lula Zhang back. Juliet made herself a solemn promise: she would find a way back to her wife or die trying. She couldn’t let ten years go by until another prisoner arrived and explained how Juliet Salem found a new love, not long after Juliet Zhang went missing, and everyone presumed her dead.

      No.

      That wasn’t how this story ended.
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          HOLIDAYS WITH THE GRAHAMS

        

      

    

    
      It had been decades since Mavis Graham last hosted a Thanksgiving meal at the Graham Manor. In the aftermath of the most devastating disaster to ever hit Salem Crossing, Mavis hosted more Grahams under one roof than had gathered in two generations. She stood at the head of the table and listened as the mayor of SX, her great-grandson, Bryce Graham, said words of thanks for the last year, highlighting his election to City Hall and segueing into his future with his fiancée, Nevada Noble.

      Nevada would soon be married into the family, and any offspring they produced would add to the official bloodline in Salem Crossing. Bryce and Nevada showed great promise in restoring the Graham family to prominence in Salem Crossing.

      How long did Mavis attend annual SX events like the Snow Ball alone, representing the family when no other Graham remained? How many church services had she experienced as the solo member of the sixth original family of SX? She lost track of the funerals she attended unaccompanied, as she survived, yet someone else younger than her died.

      Now, her cup runneth over. Grahams started coming out of the woodwork. A decade ago, Bryce had lived here for sixteen years with his mother, Amanda, and his sister, Zephyr. They had been the only members to spend more than a brief visit in SX since the rest of the Grahams left in a mass exodus decades ago. Zephyr had returned a few months ago when her brother came back, and their mother followed more recently. Mavis was glad to have them back in the fold.

      Other Grahams, less familiar with SX, had come home and decided to stay a while. Her great-grandson, Tomás, had returned to investigate the awful events at Hahkv Island during the Dark Summer, an FBI agent with an aspiring career. He extended his visit, the investigation necessitating further examination, while a smitten Delilah Ryan required more of his personal attention.

      Gilbert Graham spent some time in SX a couple of decades ago and ran off with the Salem girl to Iowa. He returned with a whole entourage. Two new members of the Graham bloodline and an adopted daughter were added to the family fold. Nevada would soon have double ties to the family after she married Bryce.

      Mavis was suspicious of the young Conner Graham, who arrived shortly before the hurricane hit SX. Conner was the offspring of her son Julian, a grandson she’d never met before, and someone Julian never mentioned. Obviously, the kid wasn’t an impersonator, as he could’ve been Bryce’s long-lost twin brother. Mavis tasked Conner’s sister, Amanda, with contacting their father and learning more about this mysterious newcomer, but Julian was notorious for disappearing for months at a time. Mavis had known many rabble-rousers in her time, and this kid smelled like trouble.

      Her entire family in Salem Crossing gathered for Thanksgiving at the Graham Manor, and she felt like her old self for the first time in a long time. She hadn’t realized how lonely she’d been for so long until loved ones once again filled the family home. Mavis Graham managed ninety-five years in this town, longer than anyone else in SX, and most of the last forty years had been lonesome. Now, as conversation filled the halls and the scent of a holiday meal permeated the mansion, Mavis was more alive and energetic than she had been in decades.

      “Grandame, would you bless the food?” Bryce addressed, concluding his speech, already as windy as a seasoned politician.

      Mavis gave thanks like a good Christian and finished with a hearty “Amen.” The family members along the long table followed her lead and proceeded to eat. They broke bread together. Mavis remembered when her parents were alive, and her siblings shared spots up and down the great table intermixed with cousins, aunts, and uncles during the holidays.

      Many decades ago, before the great exodus, Grahams gathered in numbers too great to be accommodated here in the great hall. Lower-ranking Grahams occupied the auxiliary dining room, while anyone under eighteen sat at the kids’ table in the family room. The Grahams were as numerous as Salems or Montgomerys back then. Over the course of a single year, half of them exited Salem Crossing. Within another two Thanksgivings, Mavis remained alone at the head of the table.

      Mavis lost her beloved Archie thirty-eight years ago, the last Graham to pass and the one who left her alone. She loved him dearly, but she still felt bitter about his abandonment of her. Mavis endured almost four decades solitarily representing a family against the many wolves surrounding her in SX. She’d wanted someone to stand beside her, but Archie was lying six feet under for these last years. Mavis managed alone.

      “I bet things are different this year, Grandame,” said Tomás. “How did you spend last Thanksgiving?”

      Mavis thought back to a year ago. She had spent many holidays alone over the last century. More by herself than with someone else during the previous forty years, but she had company last Thanksgiving. Someone she hadn’t seen in a very long time. He’d arrived with surprising news and grand plans. He wanted Mavis to hear him out. She listened, her attention riveted by every single shocking turn.

      Mavis focused on the present lest the past whirl her thoughts away. “I had someone over. A quiet evening swapping stories. You know how the old folks can ramble.”

      “I remember Grandma Mary going on and on whenever we spent the holidays in New England. She would tell stories for hours without taking a breath,” Zephyr said.

      “Our mother was a talker,” Gilbert conceded, looking at Amanda, who nodded in agreement. “She often said that’s why our father left her.”

      “And why she thought Gilbert stayed away from her for the last twenty years,” Amanda added.

      Gilbert recoiled, stung. He’d abandoned his family for a Salem tart, and Mavis knew the harlot had slept with the diabolical Martin Montgomery all those years ago before she disappeared with Mavis’s grandson. Gilbert was a naïve fool who would never suspect his wife of cheating, but Mavis had been around long enough to know a Salem never changes. Mavis saw the way Jacquelyn had been acting since she returned to SX, and she noted the furtive looks between her great-grandchildren whenever their mother acted more like a Salem than a Noble. They saw she was still the same woman who had once fit right in with Tessa, Domino, Simmer, and the rest of those pompous Salem bitches.

      The tryptophan in the turkey kicked in, mellowing the conversation for a while. Mavis picked up threads of discussions regarding the rebuilding of SX, the funeral arrangements for those lost in the hurricane, the return of Juliet Zhang as soon as the storm blew over, and the murmurs of rumors of the kind of scandals that have pervaded this town for all of Mavis’s nine decades.

      Most in-laws acted timidly around Mavis, but Nevada Noble boldly spoke in any social situation. “Where’s Delilah, Tom? I thought she might spend Thanksgiving with us.”

      “She doesn’t want to leave Naomi alone. And Naomi isn’t ready to be sociable quite yet,” Tom stated.

      “I’m glad Delilah has risen to the occasion,” Bryce said. “I’ve been so busy. Juliet is reeling from her wife’s miraculous return. Ariel is dealing with her marriage problems.” Bryce glared at Conner, who’d slept with the wedded Ariel during the hurricane. Mavis thought that Álvarez girl had always been a bad egg. “Samantha’s getting her business back up and running, dealing with insurance.”

      Tom was always trying to do the right thing. He said, “Delilah asked me to stop at the docks to see Naomi on Evvie’s Explorer after this. You and Neve should come along. Naomi would be glad to see you.”

      Bryce nodded.

      “We should check on Jackie, too,” Gilbert suggested, maybe feeling pressured by Tom’s supportive gesture toward Delilah. “She’s staying at the Salem compound to oversee recovery efforts.” Gilbert looked almost apologetically at Mavis, as if he needed to make some excuse for his absent wife. “Tessa has a lot on her plate and depends on Jackie as her right-hand woman.”

      “I’m glad you were able to take some time away from recovery efforts, Bryce,” said Amanda. “You’ve been working so hard since the hurricane.”

      “There’s so much to do. No end in sight,” Bryce said, shoveling food into his mouth like he expected someone to need the mayor at any moment.

      Amanda said while adding more food to his plate, “So much stress and sadness. We need a little sun to break through the clouds sometime soon.”

      “The Snow Ball will give everyone something to look forward to in the coming weeks,” Mavis stated sagely from the head of the table.

      Bryce said in a tender scolding voice, “Grandame, you can’t think we’re still going through with the Ball. Hurricane Marlena destroyed half the venue. It’ll take months to execute the proper repairs on the Lillian Graham Center for the Arts.”

      If Mavis were a few years younger, she would have smacked Bryce upside the head for such a tone. His mother ought to do it, but she never took a firm hand against her children. And Lord knows Bryce never had a father figure around.

      “The Snow Ball has been held every year since the inception of Salem Crossing,” Mavis said. “This year will be no exception.”

      Bryce shook his head like he was telling a toddler she couldn’t have candy. “Logistically, it would be impossible, Grandame. I have to consider public safe⁠—”

      “This year will be no exception,” Mavis firmly repeated.

      A remembrance flickered in young Bryce’s eyes. He had lived here as a boy until he was sixteen, a charismatic kid running around SX with his six pseudo-sisters. He and his biological sister, Zephyr, brought energy and youth into a mansion that had long been quiet. How Mavis loved those sixteen years. Then they left ten years ago, and she suffered a lonely decade in their absence. Now, they were back, and she had Grahams pouring out of her ears.

      Bryce had lived with her long enough to know that she meant business. If Mavis ever had to repeat herself, the discussion ended then and there. She hadn’t survived ninety-five years by giving in. Mavis Graham made her way for almost a century. It wasn’t going to change with Bryce.

      Bryce inevitably conceded. “Maybe you’re right. After so much has fallen apart, Salem Crossing needs a reason to unite as a community.”

      “The venue will have to change,” Amanda said. “If we can’t get the repairs to the LGCA completed in the next few weeks, then we’ll have to switch location.”

      “The Snow Ball has altered the venue several times over the decades,” Mavis said.

      “We can’t hold the event anywhere along Salem Shores,” Gilbert said cautiously, taking care not to appear against Mavis’s decision. “The devastation along the whole coastline is extensive. It’ll take the Salems years to rebuild.”

      The Salems suffered the greatest losses of any family in SX. They had lost two family members to the storm. The properties along the coastline had borne the brunt of the hurricane. Mavis had seen pictures of entire resorts in ruins. A rogue tornado had razed the main Salem compound.

      “Graham real estate weathered the storm better than most of SX,” Conner added insensitively. “Initial assessments indicate minimal property damage and negligible loss of assets.”

      “Now’s not the time to gloat about our good luck, Conner,” Amanda scolded.

      “I’m just saying we could host the ball here at the house. We weren’t so foolish as the Salems to build our house upon the sand,” Conner said.

      Zephyr built on her mother’s comment. “Will you quit with the negative vibes, dude? We have Salems in this room who lost family members in the storm.”

      Conner didn’t back down. Argumentative like his father. “Am I supposed to feel sorry that some rich and powerful assholes died in their billion-dollar seaside resorts? Those sanctimonious SOBs were headed to hell long before I rolled into town. Hurricane Marlena simply gave them the fast track to eternal damnation.”

      Bryce stood and pounded his fist on the table. “That’s enough, Conner. I won’t have you badmouth all the Salems in one breath. Two of the Salems are like sisters to me. My fiancée is a Salem, and so are my future in-laws. You’ve been here for a few weeks and already wreaked havoc on Salem Crossing. I have enough on my plate with Marlena’s aftermath without worrying about trouble in my own house.”

      “Don’t worry, Bryce.” Tom eyed the young rascal across the table. “Conner offends Neve, Willow, or Cyprus again, and I’ll have the FBI on his ass in a heartbeat. No way he showed up in SX out of nowhere without a checkered past.”

      Conner closed his mouth and remained silent.

      “That settles it. We will have the Snow Ball at the Graham Manor. The ballroom will accommodate the festivities,” Mavis announced, her decree the last word on any subject.

      Thanksgiving dinner resumed.

      Mavis eyed Gilbert’s children. Mavis thought Gilbert’s little family was more Nobles than Grahams or Salems. None of them appeared upset at the loss of Francine or Krystal. She suspected no one had ever introduced the two young Nobles to the marginalized Salems.

      Zephyr was offended that young Conner put the importance of Graham properties over the value of the lives of two smarmy Salems. Mavis considered Zephyr an unredeemable hippie who believed that peace and love would ultimately prevail. Mavis agreed that anything Graham—person, place, or thing—was more important than any Salem.

      A new year was approaching. More Grahams occupied SX than at any time since the great exodus. Mavis had been planning this moment for most of her life. The fates finally aligned for the Grahams to regain power in Salem Crossing. Schemes that had been unfolding for decades teetered on the cusp of fruition. Mavis had a lot to be thankful for this year. She would bear witness to the rise to power of the Graham dynasty.

      The Grahams might remain neutral in the feud between families, but that was only because Mavis Graham hated all the other bloodlines in SX equally.
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      Nevada Noble had seen little of her fiancé since the hurricane. Bryce had been working day and night on reconstruction efforts. The bureaucratic red tape was terrible enough, but the fighting between the families of SX had increased tenfold since Marlena tore through the town. All sides pressured the mayor to make major decisions that would affect every family and shape the city’s future. Bryce had meetings, conversations, and conference calls. He provided updates to the press, escorted dignitaries touring the devastation, met concerned citizens during town halls, and Dr. Graham even performed some medical consultations for Salem General on the side as the hospital staff remained overwhelmed after the storm.

      Neve took little moments here and there when she could. They spent Thanksgiving together for a few hours at Graham Manor before some emergency pulled Bryce away from the dinner table. She would drive to work with him in the morning on the nights he didn’t sleep at the office and pick him up from work if he called it a day before she’d fallen asleep, so they could talk on the commute back and forth. They took showers together on the mornings he slept at home. She would catch a quick lunch or dinner when he had time. Somehow, after sporadic breaks in their physical intimacy due to “potential ancestral conflicts” and “lying to her fiancé about his dead sisters,” Neve and Bryce found time to catch up on lovemaking.

      Today, she joined Bryce on his twice-weekly tour of SX. Rico Álvarez had become something of Bryce’s right-hand man. Chief Zhang didn’t appreciate the appropriation of one of his officers, but Bryce’s influence in SX had increased significantly due to his effective leadership following the hurricane crisis. He required constant police escorts, as important people were coming in and out of town due to the storm. The police force was mostly loyal to Chief Zhang in his dislike for Bryce Graham, but Rico had proven himself time and again during the hurricane.

      “Same route as before?” Rico asked from the front seat of the SXPD SUV, exclusively reserved for Bryce’s official duties.

      “Yes,” Bryce replied. “Take us through Old Mat first, tour the outlying neighborhoods, then wind back to finish along Salem Shores. We’ll have to survey progress more closely when we get to the coast.”

      “Roger, sir.”

      Neve looked at her fiancé. He was burning the candle at both ends. His eyes had become sunken, and his brown-toned skin appeared paler than usual by three shades. He needed a haircut and a shave—and a long damn vacation. However, the recovery effort from Hurricane Marlena would last for the foreseeable future. How long before Bryce crashed and burned? Neve wouldn’t let him. She reached over and took his hand, offering him strength.

      Neve leaned over and kissed his cheek. “It should be better after the runoff election. You’ll have a co-mayor you can lean on.”

      “That’s not until the new year,” Bryce said.

      They’d had to postpone the election after the hurricane to allow for community recovery. Some places in Old Mat were still without electricity. Many roads remained impassable. Insurance auditors and property assessors continued to inspect the incalculable devastation along Salem Shores. Many citizens commuted between SX and other living arrangements as their homes remained uninhabitable. An election would be impossible for weeks to come.

      With Auberon Fox dead, only Martin Montgomery and Mariah Ryan ran for the open seat to serve with Bryce. Dalton had come in third place, and his mother petitioned to get him back in the race in place of Auberon. However, the rules of SX only allowed a candidate to renege on a resignation from the race and return to the ballot. Thus, the courts ruled Auberon would remain on the ballot as a posthumous candidate to fill the three-contender requirement.

      Bryce had pressured his fellow Caesar sister, Juliet Zhang, to return to the mayoral office. Technically, she was legally dead, undergoing a lengthy legal process to reverse the declaration. Since Juliet had faked her demise, the penal ramifications still needed to be sorted out. Certainly, she was a long way from everything returning to normal. Bryce even offered to resign if she became re-eligible to serve legally. Juliet didn’t commit. She told Bryce she wanted to first focus on getting her life in SX back on track.

      Neve’s hopes that Juliet Zhang’s return would alleviate some of Bryce’s stress proved to be futile. After days of worrying whether the other Juliet was alive or dead, JZ showed up unhurt after the hurricane and offered only vague explanations as to what had happened to the two Juliets—an inexplicable boat trip off the coast of Salem Shores before an encounter with an aggressive whale capsized them, resulting in an amnesiac Juliet Salem washing ashore before the hurricane and an unlucky Juliet Zhang became stranded on a deserted island farther south along the Treasure Coast. After surviving the storm as a castaway, locals finally rescued her. Brought to shore thirty miles south near Vero Beach, Juliet traded her wedding ring for a motorcycle and rode back into SX in style.

      “Why didn’t you call?” Bryce had asked shortly after her return. “I would’ve come to get you.”

      Juliet Zhang wasn’t the type to ever ask for help. “SX had enough shit to deal with. I can replace a ring. I can’t substitute friends and family.”

      JZ retreated after the brief exchange, claiming exhaustion. She’d rested a lot since returning. After reuniting with Juliet Salem and making her rounds to apologize to the Caesars and her Zhang family, she’d avoided most acquaintances since her return. Neve remembered the active, no-nonsense Mayor Zhang she’d worked under when she first arrived in SX, and she thought Juliet had changed.

      Bryce agreed when Neve asked. “Something’s off. Both of the Juliets are different.”

      “Maybe the Caesars need to sit down and hash it all out,” Neve suggested.

      Bryce nodded, but his duties had precluded a Caesar get-together since the idea came up.

      As they drove through the residential neighborhood after surveying repairs at Manny’s Motel, Neve asked Bryce if they could make a quick stop. Bryce instructed Rico to pull into an empty driveway.

      Since arriving in Salem Crossing, Neve had attempted to cultivate a cordial relationship with Isabel Álvarez. The cantankerous woman pushed Neve away whenever she attempted to make a social call. Then, it turned out Isabel was Neve’s grandmother. Had Neve’s biological mother, Mariposa, told Isabel that Neve had been switched at birth and was a biological Álvarez? Or maybe the rumors around SX reached Isabel?

      Neve didn’t bother knocking on the front door. She knew she’d find the old woman in the garden behind the house, tending her plants and culling weeds. The backyard scene was very different than the idyllic garden Neve had visited not so long ago. The weather had wreaked devastation in small doses along Old Mat. Isabel’s plants were as much victims as the hotels and condos along Salem Shores.

      The charming décor arranged around the yard had been tossed around and overturned. The wind had strewn repurposed antique garden tools across the yard. Weathered planks of driftwood embossed with the family name lay broken into pieces throughout the yard. The once whimsical garden gnomes now lie scattered, battered, and broken. The storm had uprooted and ruined plants by the dozens.

      Isabel Álvarez knelt on the ground in the center of the backyard, moving with the quick and grim determination of a doctor performing triage to save a patient. She may be approaching eighty years old, but she had the verve of someone a third her age. A stack of withered plants grew taller as she collected the dead into a funereal pile. The look on her face suggested a military leader who had lost good men in battle.

      “We can help,” Neve said, kneeling in the dirt near her grandmother.

      “The time for help passed days ago. I grieve alone,” Isabel snapped.

      “At least you can salvage a great percentage of the garden, ma’am,” Bryce offered.

      Isabel scowled at Bryce and said, “If I wanted irksome optimistic bullshit, I’d get a Ryan over here. You don’t lose one out of four children and celebrate that it could’ve been worse, Mr. Sunshine-and-Roses.”

      “Mr. Mayor will do,” Bryce stated simply.

      “Mr. Mayor didn’t do a damn thing to save my garden,” Isabel huffed. “Too busy worrying over Graham properties and Salem real estate, I suppose.”

      “I was focused on infrastructure and evacuation, Isabel. As you recall, I stopped personally to try and get you to find safe shelter from the hurricane.”

      Neve watched as her grandmother’s eyes flickered with confusion. She didn’t remember. Acindina Álvarez had explained that their grandmother suffered from the early stages of dementia. Neve observed confusion cross the old woman’s face, searching her thoughts for an event that happened only days ago. Nothing.

      Isabel got angrier. “Fucking politicians. Want everyone to run and hide. I didn’t go anywhere during the storm. I stand and face adversity instead of retreating like a coward.”

      “You’re lucky you didn’t get hurt. Your home sustained damage, and you could’ve been injured,” Bryce said with compassion rather than being argumentative.

      Isabel had been staying with her daughter, Maria, Neve’s aunt, for the last few days while a small group of locals repaired part of Isabel’s roof. Instead of waiting on a long list for a local contractor or an opportunistic handyman from another town to fix the damage, the Álvarezes of Old Mat took care of their own. A crew of locals with the necessary tools and skills had been going around the community, repairing homes one by one. Today, Isabel returned to her place after the neighbors finished patching her roof.

      Bryce was too nice, so Isabel turned her ire on Neve instead. “What are you doing here, Yuma? Shouldn’t you be collecting insurance money for some Salem properties with your substitute mamá?”

      “Then you know I’m an Álvarez?”

      Isabel stood, sturdy and quick for a woman her age. She looked Neve in the eye without hinting at the fog of confusion that had affected her moments before. The lines on her face traced a bitterness cultivated over the years as carefully and thoroughly as the plants in her garden. The furrows tilled across her forehead and into her cheeks suggested a life that had seen its share of uprooted plants and sustained damage.

      Isabel shrugged dismissively. “A name doesn’t mean a damn thing. I have three offspring, Mariposa, Maria, and Carlos, and not one with their father’s last name. Because it doesn’t count for shit if there isn’t a connection. Like a stray kitten lost from its litter and raised by squirrels, you are no more an Álvarez than Mr. Sunshine-and-Roses Mayor here.”

      “The Nobles aren’t squirrels. They’re good people.” Neve inwardly chuckled at how silly she sounded

      Isabel spat on the pile of uprooted plants. “They are cowards, like the spineless citizens who evacuated SX during the storm. They ran off with a baby that wasn’t theirs and hid for decades away from their families.”

      “They didn’t know I was your granddaughter. They thought I was someone else.”

      “You are not my granddaughter. You are someone else.” Isabel’s words cut Neve like a knife.

      Neve glared, wanting to say all kinds of hurtful things to the bitter old woman, but she held her tongue. She had spent countless hours since learning about her true origins, imagining what she had lost because Helen Ryan switched two babies at birth. Neve ended up in Horton, Iowa, instead of somewhere else. But she realized the duplicity had been a blessing. Mark and Maggie Noble were better-suited parents than Mariposa and Corden would’ve been. Neve would rather have grown up with Willow and Cyprus than any local Zhang, Álvarez, or Salem.

      They left the old woman in her floral fiasco and continued making calls in Old Mat. They circled the rest of the neighborhoods before ending up along Salem Shores. The rest of SX was spared more than the devastation along the coastline. Isabel Álvarez’s plants were nothing compared to demolished high-rises and eroded beaches. The uprooted vegetation within the Salem properties was palm trees and centuries-old oaks.

      Rico Álvarez parked in the SX Club lot. The building had withstood the storm better than most other Salem properties. It had become a de facto headquarters for Jacquelyn Salem as she spearheaded efforts to rebuild the resort properties, which are crucial to the local tourist industry and vital to the Salem family’s bottom line. Neve detested the place. During the hurricane, she had walked in on her mother committing adultery with Martin Montgomery.

      “Flashbacks,” she stated to Bryce as they approached the entrance.

      Bryce, who had witnessed his illegitimate father cheating with Neve’s mother, grimaced and shook his head. They’d both rather forget about that awful image.

      The main lobby had become a regular meeting place for the Salems to address the challenges of rebuilding dozens of properties and handling billions in repairs. On previous visits, they’d met Nolan, Alistair, Tessa, and even Neve’s grandfather, Alexander, wandering around the club. Mom had set up a war room in Tessa Salem’s upstairs office. They ascended the spiral staircase and found Mom huddled with Juliet Salem, poring over stacks of contractor quotes and insurance documents.

      “…doesn’t jive with the policy small print over here. Something’s wro⁠—”

      Neve and Bryce appeared at the top of the stairs. Juliet broke away from helping Jacquelyn and ran to give Bryce a big hug. The Caesars moved off to the side, their convo quickly following the familiar pattern between pseudo-siblings. A different language Neve was beginning to understand in bits and pieces.

      Things had been awkward between mother and daughter since Neve walked in on her mom in the arms of a man who wasn’t her father. They hadn’t talked about the incident yet, and the conversation ranked as about the last thing on planet Earth that Neve wanted to discuss with her mother. However, Neve didn’t want to keep the secret from her dad. She had learned her lesson about keeping secrets after Bryce almost called off their wedding because she hadn’t told him the Juliets had faked their deaths.

      “We’re checking up on the rebuilding efforts,” Neve said, filling the silence.

      Her mom shuffled some of the papers on her desktop, almost as if trying to conceal something. One more clandestine operation in the ever-expanding oeuvre of Jacquelyn Salem.

      “It’s a lot of work,” her mother said. “I’ve been a teacher for the last twenty years. This is something of a learning curve. Red tape knots around this whole thing. I need to coordinate endless moving pieces every step of the way.”

      “Anything I can do to assist the rebuilding effort?” Bryce asked.

      Jacquelyn bared a huge yawn before replying, “Can you add more hours to the day? I need like an extra forty to keep up with the paperwork.”

      “Federal and state aid are pouring in. I have people at City Hall who can help process funds,” Bryce offered.

      Her mother looked skeptical. “Are you really that naïve, Bryce? Plenty of people in the SX bureaucracy are actively working toward the demise of the Salem dynasty. Any assistance from City Hall would only be in servicing the fall from grace of my family name.”

      Bryce frowned. “Everyone knows that the Salems are integral to the local economy. We don’t have Salem Crossing without your family.”

      “Plenty of people disagree with you, Mayor. They believe Montgomery Crossing or Zhang Crossing would be just as successful,” Jacquelyn remarked.

      “The community has set aside those animosities and will work together to rebuild this town.”

      Her mother scoffed. “Your foolish optimism isn’t going to help me, Bryce. Hopefully, whoever becomes co-mayor won’t wander around the ruins with their head in the clouds. You need someone with balls to keep you in check.” Neve considered the remaining two candidates to co-mayor with Bryce. One had balls, and she didn’t want her talking about Martin Montgomery’s junk. “Until then, you don’t have the moxie to be of any help to me. Enemies surrounded us, yet you’re wasting time chasing rainbows.”

      Neve wondered if she looked forward to working one-on-one with Martin Montgomery if he won the special election. Their affair could continue amid stacks of paperwork among the ruins of Salem Shores. Owen Zhang and Riley Montgomery had carried on a secret rendezvous in the Fallout Shelter for months. Neve imagined her sneaking off to the secure location with Bryce’s father. Imagining her mother spending her extra forty hours a day with Martin sickened Neve.

      “Mom—” Neve was unable to avoid the topic of her mother’s adultery anymore.

      “Not now. I’m focused 100% on getting my family back on its feet. I don’t have time for personal drama.” She wore a no-nonsense expression that warned Neve not to push her another inch.

      Her mom’s statement had a double meaning. She warned Neve away from the topic, declaring she didn’t have time to deal with relationship problems. But Mom’s words also suggested that she wouldn’t become entangled in further romantic distractions with Martin Montgomery. She had work to do, and she wouldn’t let her daughter or a paramour distract her.

      Neve and Bryce left without any further information about the progress of the rebuilding efforts along Salem Shores than they had before. Her mother had attempted to reassure Neve that her affair was short-lived and over, but Neve remained unconvinced. She also concealed part of the story regarding the Salems’ rebuilding efforts. Enemies surround us. Bryce believed SX would come together after the tragedy and support each other in rebuilding, but her mother thought the other families were like sharks in the sea, sensing blood in the water. Neve glanced at her fiancé as they exited the SX Club. Jacquelyn was right about one thing: Bryce was optimistic and naïve. The hostility among the six families of SX would be worse than ever.
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          ARIEL ÁLVAREZ

        

      

    

    
      Ariel Álvarez gazed in the mirror. Everything was backward. The things she once found normal had flip-flopped, leaving her disoriented and lost. Like trying to read words upside down on a page, her mind struggled to make sense of a world transformed into something familiar but foreign. Her expectations had all been twisted, and she could hardly tell left from right.

      Her wedding ring was on her right hand in the mirror, an unwed woman. Ariel didn’t know the exact status of her marriage. Rob had caught her cheating with Conner Graham during the hurricane and hadn’t spoken to her since. She didn’t know if she could repair the relationship. She didn’t know if she wanted to fix her marriage. The woman in the reflection didn’t look like anyone’s wife.

      The world had gone backward. Salem Crossing suffered extensive damage during the storm, and many of the coastal properties were in ruin. The hometown that had gone chiefly unchanged for her twenty-six years had transformed into a broken version that needed significant work to rebuild. Sometimes, a thing had to be razed rather than rescued, and one had to start from scratch.

      Even the people she once knew, including herself, had become mirror images of themselves. Cin was sneaking around with a Montgomery. The Juliets had faked their deaths and returned, both different than before they “died.” Conner Graham, who could have been a reflection of her true love, Bryce, arrived to shake things
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