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April 21

The ocean was breathing that morning.

Not in the crashing, restless way it did on stormy days, but with the slow, steady rhythm of a sleeping giant. The waves whispered over the sand, retreated, and returned, their soft hiss blending with the distant cries of gulls. Above them, the sky was just beginning to stir.

This was my time. My favorite hour in Driftwood Cove, before the fishermen came in with their morning catch, before the day-trippers parked their SUVs and shook sand from their towels. Before anyone needed me to explain the difference between a green sea turtle and a loggerhead.

I inhaled, filling my lungs with the clean, salty scent. My sneakers pressed into the damp sand where the tide had flattened it overnight. I let my stride lengthen, finding that comfortable rhythm where my mind could wander freely.

A brown pelican skimmed the water’s surface ahead of me, its beak poised for a dive. Beyond it stood my constant companion on these runs, the Harborview Lighthouse.

It rose from the stony outcrop like a sentinel, tall and narrow, its whitewashed brick glowing in the early light. The black iron of the lantern room caught the sun’s first gold, and even from this distance, I could see the crisp lines of the paintwork. Harborview wasn’t just a tourist attraction; it was a piece of the town’s soul. And despite its age, it looked as though it had been scrubbed and polished yesterday.

I gave it a little nod as I jogged, a silent greeting to a landmark I’d grown up admiring.

My thoughts drifted to the day ahead at the Driftwood Cove Marine Conservation Center. We had a school group coming in—third graders from Gulfview Elementary—and I’d be giving my “Meet the Locals” talk about the bay’s ecosystem. I could already hear the chorus of “Eww!” when I held up the jar containing a preserved jellyfish. After the tour, I’d check on Shelly, our resident green sea turtle recovering from a fishing line injury, then try to catch up on grant paperwork. Maybe, if I were lucky, I could squeeze in a late-afternoon walk along the dunes to look for signs of new turtle nests.

That was when I saw it.

A dark shape on the sand, far ahead, near the base of the lighthouse.

At first, I thought it was a chunk of driftwood, the kind the tide sometimes tossed up after a storm, or maybe a clump of seaweed. But something about the way it lay made my stomach tighten.

As I closed the distance, I slowed to a walk.

The shape didn’t move.

It wasn’t driftwood. And it wasn’t seaweed.

It was a woman.

“Hello?” My voice sounded small against the wide emptiness of the beach.

No answer.

The figure lay face down, one arm bent under the body at a strange angle. Her silver hair was loose and tangled, strands clinging to her face in the damp morning breeze. Her sundress was rumpled and streaked with grit.

I crouched, my shadow stretching long beside hers. Her head was twisted slightly toward me, and in that instant, I knew.

Her skin was pale—too pale—with a bluish tinge at the lips. Her eyes, half-lidded, stared at nothing.

I pressed a hand to my mouth.

It’s Ruby Wright.

I didn’t know her personally, but in a town as small as Driftwood Cove, you didn’t have to. Everyone knew Ruby. Owner of Harborview Lighthouse and the antique shop Driftwood Treasures. Social media influencer for all things coastal history. A regular on the local TV station’s “Hidden Florida” segment. She was glamorous, opinionated, and, if the gossip was to be believed, occasionally difficult.

Now she was lying dead at the base of her lighthouse.

My gaze flicked upward, past the stony base, to the lighthouse balcony high above. My stomach churned.

She must have fallen.

My fingers fumbled with my phone, finally hitting 911.

“Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?” The calm operator’s voice felt surreal in my ear.

“This is Camila Hill. There’s—there’s a woman here, she’s—she’s not moving. I think she’s dead. She fell from the Harborview Lighthouse.”

“Ma’am, I need you to stay calm,” the operator said. “Can you confirm the location?”

“Driftwood Cove. The beach—right at the base of the lighthouse.” My gaze darted to Ruby again. “It’s Ruby Wright. I think she fell from the lighthouse. Please, send someone fast.”

“Okay, Camila. Are you alone right now?”

“Yes.”

“All right. Officers are on the way. Don’t touch anything, and please stay put.”

“I will.”

I ended the call, lowering the phone with a trembling hand. That was when I noticed the door at the lighthouse’s base.

It was open.

Not wide, but enough for the heavy wooden slab to sway a little in the breeze. That was odd. I’d run past here many times, and it was always locked.

Footsteps crunched behind me. I turned to see a middle-aged couple approaching.

“Oh my goodness,” the woman gasped when she saw the body. “Is she—?”

“Please, stay back.” I held up a hand. “The police are coming. You can’t get any closer.”

They exchanged glances and stopped a few yards away, whispering to each other.

More people trickled in—a jogger, a man with a fishing pole, a dog walker whose golden retriever strained at the leash to sniff the air. They formed a loose semicircle, murmuring among themselves.

“Is that Ruby Wright?”

“She owns the lighthouse, right?”

“I heard she has a vault full of antique coins.”

“Maybe she slipped...”

“Or maybe she was pushed.”

I wrapped my arms around myself, wishing the patrol car would hurry.

When it finally arrived, tires crunching over the gravel lot beside the lighthouse, I felt a rush of relief. Two uniformed officers stepped out, one already unspooling yellow tape.

“Folks, we need you to move back,” the taller officer said, raising his voice over the murmurs.

The second officer, a woman with a chestnut ponytail tucked neatly under her cap, approached me. “Are you the one who called it in?”

“Yes. I’m Camila Hill. I was jogging and found her like this.”

“Okay, Ms. Hill, we’ll need you to stay until we take your statement.”

I nodded. “All right.”

The tape fluttered in the breeze as she worked, catching the early sunlight in its bright plastic sheen. On the other side, the small knot of onlookers stood in hushed conversation, craning their necks to get a better look.

Another car pulled up, this one unmarked. A man stepped out, tall, broad-shouldered, mid-forties. Dark slacks, light blue shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows. His salt-and-pepper hair was neatly combed back, and a trimmed beard framed his square jaw. He had the kind of presence that made you straighten your spine without meaning to.

He scanned the scene, then crouched beside the body without touching it. His gaze traveled upward to the open lighthouse door, and after a beat, he walked inside.

The crowd’s murmuring swelled as his figure appeared on the balcony above, silhouetted against the brightening sky. He gripped the railing, studying the scene below, then vanished inside again.

When he emerged, he came straight toward me.

“I’m Detective Anthony Garcia,” he said. “Are you Ms. Hill?”

“Yes. I called 911.”

“You knew the victim?”

“Not personally. But I’ve seen her on TV—local history segments, charity events. And social media. She’s... well, she was kind of famous here, so I recognized her right away.”

He nodded, jotting something in a small notebook he’d pulled from his pocket. “Did you see anybody else around when you got here?”

I shook my head. “No. This part of the beach was empty. The first people I saw were a couple walking toward me after I’d already called 911.”

“Any vehicles nearby? Boats offshore?”

“No. Just the lighthouse. And the door was open, which I thought was odd. I’ve never seen it open.”

Garcia’s pen paused briefly before he wrote again. “For what it’s worth,” he said, slipping the notebook away, “my preliminary read is that this was an accident. She owned the lighthouse, had full access. Could’ve been doing maintenance or taking in the view.”

I glanced past him at the balcony high above. “At night? Or before dawn? That doesn’t make sense. Why would she climb up there in the dark?”

He shrugged. “Sometimes people do things that don’t make sense to the rest of us. We’ll know more once we talk to her staff or family.”

I wasn’t convinced, but before I could push the thought further, the crunch of tires announced another arrival. A white van with COUNTY CORONER stenciled in blue on the side pulled into the lot. Two people climbed out, both in dark polo shirts and gloves.

Garcia glanced toward them, then back at me. “Thanks for calling it in and for waiting to talk. I may have more questions later, but you’re free to go now.” He handed me his business card.

“Of course,” I said, taking it.

He gave me a brief nod before striding toward the coroner’s team, who were unloading equipment.

I took one last look at Ruby Wright, lying so still against the sand, before turning toward home.

The sea was still breathing, but now its rhythm felt wrong.
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The sun had just begun to rise when I jogged back to our bungalow. The sea smelled sharper at this hour, and the waves lapped lazily at the shore like they hadn’t quite woken up yet.

Our beachside bungalow nestled among low palms and flowering hibiscus, just a stone’s throw from the tide line. The wraparound porch creaked under the weight of a pair of hanging ferns that had seen better days.

Inside, the air was cool. I toed off my sneakers, bending to untie the laces, when arms slid around me from behind.

“Gotcha,” David murmured against my ear.

“You’re up early.”

“You were gone. I missed you.” His lips brushed my neck, warm and lingering.

I leaned back into him, feeling the solid press of his bare chest against my tank top. His body radiated heat like a furnace, seeping into me until I was aware of every inch of him.

David wasn’t just fit—he had the kind of effortless muscle that made strangers assume he spent hours at the gym, when it came from surfing at dawn, teaching scuba all afternoon, and swimming laps for fun. Broad chest, strong arms, a back cut like it had been carved—when he held me like this, the rest of the world faded.

“You’re sweaty,” he said, nuzzling closer.

“I went for a run,” I reminded him, my voice catching as his lips found the soft spot below my ear.

“You smell like sunrise and adrenaline. You know what that does to me.”

Before I could answer, he swept me into his arms.

“David! I’m gross right now.”

“I don’t care,” he said with a grin. “The smell of your sweat turns me on.”

“You’re impossible.”

“You love it.”

That part was true—just not today. Not now.

“Wait. Put me down.”

He stopped mid-step, his brow knitting. “What’s wrong?”

“Something happened.”

He set me down gently. “What is it?”

I drew in a breath. “I saw Ruby Wright. Her body. Near the lighthouse.”

His eyes searched mine. “Her... body?”

“She’s dead, David. I was jogging past the lighthouse and saw something on the sand. I thought someone was hurt, but when I got closer...” I swallowed. “I called the police. They came, roped everything off. Ruby’s gone.”

David backed into the living room and sat heavily on the couch, rubbing a hand over his face. “Ruby Wright. I... I can’t believe it.”

“Me neither.”

The only sound was the steady ticking of the clock above the kitchen window.

“You remember that dive Jacob and I did a couple of years ago, after that storm churned up the seafloor?” he said finally. “We found those old coins—probably Spanish, real pieces of eight. Didn’t know what to do with them, so we brought them to Ruby.”

“She gave you a fair price?”

“More than fair. She was thrilled. Said she’d display them in her antique shop. Told us we were part of history.”

I sat beside him, the chill of the morning air still clinging to my skin. “She loved anything with a story.”

“She even ran for mayor last year,” he said. “Remember that campaign? She went all in.”

“I remember. Fancy ads, big promises—‘Restoring Driftwood Cove to its glory days.’”

He nodded. “She lost, but she put on a show.”

“And made enemies. She accused Mayor Brown of corruption during the debates.”

“Do you think someone killed her?” David asked.

“I don’t know. She fell from the lighthouse balcony—that much is obvious. Her body was right below it. But what made her fall?”

“Could’ve been anything. Maybe she slipped.”

“Accident?”

“Yeah. Or... suicide.”

“You think she jumped?”

“I’m not saying that. But it’s possible.”

I shook my head. “No. Ruby was intense, driven. She didn’t strike me as the type to give up—not like that.”

David leaned back, resting his arm along the top of the couch behind me. “Then maybe someone pushed her.”

That gave me chills. “She was standing up there, right at the railing. Someone could’ve come up behind her.”

“That’s possible.”

“But who?” I asked. 

“With that larger-than-life personality of hers? She could rub people the wrong way. She got into feuds with other shop owners, remember? That whole thing with the museum curator about the provenance of that Spanish astrolabe? And didn’t she accuse the marina manager of interfering with her permits last year?”

“That was a whole town council meeting. Ruby stood up and called him a corrupt bureaucrat.”

“She wasn’t subtle,” David said. “That’s part of why people respected her, and also why some couldn’t stand her.”

I looked out the window toward the shimmering blue of the harbor. “She didn’t just run the antique store, did she?”

“Nope. She also owned a salvage vessel. Pretty nice one, too. Big dive deck, gear locker, even a little submersible.”

“Seriously?”

“She’s kind of famous in treasure hunting circles,” he said. “People came from out of state to talk to her about leads and old maps. Ruby wasn’t just selling trinkets. She was out there, looking for real treasure.”

I took a slow breath. “The legend says pirate ships fought with the U.S. Navy right outside the harbor, doesn’t it?”

“Yup. A couple of big naval skirmishes. Several ships went down in those waters.”

“No wonder Driftwood Cove’s such a hot spot for treasure hunters.”

“Exactly,” David said, his eyes lighting up. “Wrecks, legends, rumors of buried gold—it’s like a magnet for people like Ruby.”

I looked at him. “People like you, you mean?”

He laughed. “Guilty. I mean, I’ve got the dive gear. I’ve got the maps. One day, I’d love to have my own ship. Big enough to haul up artifacts and scan the ocean floor properly.”

“You’ve been dreaming about that since we met.”

“Yeah, and Ruby actually did it,” he said with a touch of admiration. “That ship of hers? It wasn’t just a boat. It was a full-blown operation.”

I sighed and leaned my head on his shoulder. “Well, I saw her lying in the dirt this morning. Whatever dreams she had... they’re gone now.”

David slipped his arm around me and kissed the top of my head. “I’m sorry, Cam. That’s a rough thing to witness.”

“It was. It messed with me.”

We sat in silence for a long moment, letting the sound of the waves outside our windows and the distant call of seagulls fill the space.

“Her death’s going to be a high-profile case,” David said. “The police are probably already digging into it hard.”

“I hope so. Someone needs to figure out what happened.”

He glanced at me sideways. “You know the old rumors, right? That she was descended from Captain Wright?”

“Yeah. She never showed any proof, though.”

“Not that it matters. Half the town claims pirate blood.”

“My family included,” I said.

He chuckled. “Exactly. I swear, you can’t throw a coconut around here without hitting a pirate’s great-great-something.”

“Driftwood Cove used to be a pirate base. You’ve seen the maps.”

“I’m from California. We don’t have pirate ancestors. Just beach bums and avocado farmers.”

I shook my head.

He reached over and took my hand. “You okay?”

“No. I don’t think I’ll forget the way she looked. Her sundress was twisted, and her eyes were just... staring.”

“You don’t have to process this alone, you know.”

I nodded. 

“I’ve got an early class today,” David said, glancing at the clock. “Beginners. A couple from Michigan, I think. They booked a private session. I’m betting one of them wipes out before we hit the second set.”

“Try not to laugh when they belly flop.”

“I make no promises.” 

His hand slid around my waist, and he leaned down to kiss me. 

“Love you,” he said, resting his forehead against mine for a moment.

“Love you too. Natalie and I are meeting at The Foggy Tavern after work. You should come.”

He grinned. “Perfect. I’ll meet you there after class. Hopefully, I’ll still be alive after dealing with Midwestern tourists and their death grip on surfboards.”

“Just don’t end up with another black eye,” I warned. “Remember that kid last month who nailed you with the board?”

He chuckled. “That kid had it out for me.”

“You gave him a look when he wouldn’t listen.”

“I gave him encouragement.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You called him a stubborn little jellyfish.”

He laughed and kissed me once more before standing up and grabbing his keys off the counter. “Alright, I’m out. Have a good day at the center.”

“You too.”

He headed for the door, barefoot as usual. A moment later, I heard the engine of his truck rumble to life, then fade as he drove off toward the beach.

The house felt quiet suddenly.

I sat there a moment, letting the stillness settle, then headed to the bathroom. The hot shower was exactly what I needed, but even as the steam rose around me and water soaked through my hair, I couldn’t stop the image from flashing in my mind—Ruby, lifeless and pale, sprawled beneath the lighthouse. That awful stillness in her limbs.

I gripped the edge of the tiled wall and let the water run down my back. “Stop,” I whispered to myself.

When I stepped out of the shower, I forced myself to move on autopilot. Towel. Moisturizer. Hair into a loose braid. I dressed quickly—my Driftwood Cove Marine Conservation Center polo shirt, faded khaki shorts, and waterproof sandals. I tucked my keycard into my pocket and grabbed my tote bag from the hook by the door.

In the mirror, my face looked tired. I dabbed on a little concealer and sunscreen and gave myself a faint smile. 

Outside, the day was already warming up when I slid into my old Subaru.
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The morning sun streamed through the slatted windows of the Driftwood Cove Marine Conservation Center, casting golden stripes across the polished tile floor. I stood by the front doors, clipboard in hand, watching as a yellow school bus eased into the parking lot. Even from here, the excited chatter of children floated through its open windows.

Our center wasn’t large—certainly not the sort of place that drew busloads of tourists—but it was cared for with love. Brightly painted signs, ocean-themed murals, and the gentle gurgle of saltwater tanks greeted every visitor. We took pride in keeping things clean, welcoming, and full of heart.

“Morning, Camila!” Rachel, one of our docents, called as she passed, wheeling a bucket of fish down the hall.

“Hey! Perfect timing—the turtle pool’s going to need a refill after this group.”

The bus doors hissed open, and a dozen or so elementary school kids spilled out, brimming with energy and wide-eyed curiosity. Their teacher, Mrs. Talbot, followed in their wake.

“Good morning, everyone!” I called, stepping forward with a smile. “Welcome to the Driftwood Cove Marine Conservation Center. I’m Camila, and I’ll be your guide today.”

A boy at the front shot his hand into the air. “Are we going to see sharks?”

“No sharks here today,” I said, leaning closer with a conspiratorial grin. “But we do have someone just as cool—and a lot friendlier. You’ll meet her soon.”

The group giggled, and just like that, the ice was broken.

I led them into the main exhibit room, where a large touch screen displayed a looping video of coral reefs and marine wildlife. 

“This is our exhibit space,” I began. “We use this area to teach people about the incredible ocean life right here off the coast of Driftwood Cove. Everything you see here is connected to our local environment: coral reefs, tide pools, and the species that live among them.”

The kids clustered around a low display case filled with real coral fragments and shell specimens. One little girl tapped the glass. “Is this real coral?”

“Yes, it is,” I said. “These are pieces that washed up onshore or were collected after storms. Coral is alive, you know. It’s made up of tiny animals called polyps. That’s why protecting reefs is so important.”

“Can we touch them?” another boy asked.

“Not the ones behind glass, but we have a touch tank coming up. First, let me show you something.”

I guided them toward a set of panels displaying photographs of marine pollution—plastic straws stuck in sea turtle noses, soda rings tangled around fish, and beaches littered with debris. A few of the kids wrinkled their noses.

“Now, this part’s not fun to look at,” I said, “but it’s important. This is what happens when we don’t take care of the ocean. The good news? You can all help.”

Mrs. Talbot nodded encouragingly to her class. “Do you hear that
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