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Chapter 1 – Arrival
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The highway stretched ahead, disappearing into the bright Florida sky. Noah rested his phone against his leg, watching the road slide past. Sunlight filled the car, warm and steady, slowing everything down.

Beside him, Roxie shifted and settled into the seat. Her ears twitched at the hum of the tires, her tail tapping once. Noah glanced at his phone.

You close?

The reply came quickly.

Yeah. Like 10 minutes. You?

He smiled slightly.

Same. Finally.

Three dots appeared.

About time. Been waiting.

Noah locked his phone and leaned back. Outside, things had started to change. The buildings were lower. The sky felt wider. Every so often, water flashed between houses.

“Almost there?” Noah asked.

His dad checked the GPS. “About ten minutes.”

Roxie gave a soft huff. Noah scratched behind her ear. “New place.” Her tail tapped again.

The car turned off the main road into a quieter neighborhood. Smaller streets. Houses closer together. Palm trees lined the sidewalks, moving slowly in the breeze. Everything felt different. Not busy. Just open.

Noah picked up his phone again.

What are we doing first?

The reply came instantly.

Beach. Obviously.

Noah let out a quiet breath. “Beach.”

Roxie lifted her head. “You’re going to like it.” She shifted closer, like she believed him.

The water appeared again, closer now. Wide. Endless. Noah watched it. That feeling settled in again. Not bad. Just different.

Roxie sat up, more alert now. Noah rested his hand on her back. “Yeah,” he said quietly. “I feel it too.”

Up front, his mom turned slightly. “You okay back there?”

“Yeah,” Noah said. “Just looking.”

She smiled. “It’s nice, isn’t it?”

Noah nodded. “Yeah.”

The car slowed as they turned onto a smaller street. A boy stood near the curb at the end of it, hands in his pockets, watching them approach. He didn’t wave. He didn’t move much. He just stood there, steady.

Noah felt a small shift in his chest. Not nerves. Not excitement. Something in between. He picked up his phone.

We see you.

The reply came instantly.

Took you long enough.

Noah smiled. The car rolled to a stop. Roxie stood immediately.

Noah opened the door. Warm air rushed in, heavier than before, carrying the faint scent of salt. Roxie hopped down first, landing lightly and looking around.

Noah followed, steady and practiced, setting his chair onto the pavement. The wheels touched with a soft, familiar sound. Across from him, Alexander hadn’t moved much.

Up close, he looked the same. Calm. Focused. Like he didn’t need to prove anything.

They looked at each other for a moment. Then Alexander gave a small nod. “You made it.”

Noah nodded back. “Yeah.”

Then Alexander’s mouth tilted slightly. “Took you long enough.”

Noah let out a short breath. “Traffic.”

“That’s what everyone says.”

Roxie walked a slow circle around Alexander, sniffed once, then stopped beside him. Alexander glanced down at her. “She always check people like that?”
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