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  Ours




  Even over the sea, Thea could smell the blood on her. When she breathed in, it filled her with a familiar hunger that haunted her dreams. Except

  now it disgusted her, leaving a horrible taste in her mouth, because she knew where it came from.




  “Is it done?” she asked. She stood on the rocky shore, staring over the sea, her back to her sister.




  “You know it is,” Penn said. Although Penn was angry, her voice still kept its seductive edge, that alluring texture she could never completely erase. “No thanks to

  you.”




  Thea glanced back over her shoulder at Penn. Even in the dull light of the moon, Penn’s black hair glistened, and her tanned skin seemed to glow. Fresh from eating, she looked even more

  beautiful than she had a few hours before.




  A few droplets of blood splattered Thea’s clothes, but Penn had mostly been spared from it, except for her right hand. It was stained crimson up to her elbow.




  Thea’s stomach rolled with both hunger and disgust, and she turned away again.




  “Thea.” Penn sighed and walked over to her. “You know it had to be done.”




  Thea didn’t say anything for a moment. She just listened to the way the ocean sang to her, the watersong calling for her.




  “I know,” Thea said finally, hoping her words didn’t betray her true feelings. “But the timing is awful. We should’ve waited.”




  “I couldn’t wait anymore,” Penn insisted, and Thea wasn’t sure if that was true or not. But Penn had made a decision, and Penn always got what she wanted.




  “We don’t have much time.” Thea gestured to the moon, nearly full above them, then looked over at Penn.




  “I know. But I already told you, I’ve had my eye on someone.” Penn smiled widely at her, showing her razor-sharp teeth. “And it won’t be long before she’s

  ours.”
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  Midnight Swim




  The engine made a bizarre chugging sound, like a dying robot llama, followed by an ominous click-click. Then silence. Gemma turned the key

  harder, hoping that would somehow breathe life into the old Chevy, but it wouldn’t even chug anymore. The llama had died.




  “You have got to be kidding me,” Gemma said, and cursed under her breath.




  She’d worked her butt off to pay for this car. Between the long hours she spent training at the pool and keeping up on her schoolwork, she had little time for a steady job. That had left

  her stuck babysitting the horrible Tennenmeyer boys. They put gum in her hair and poured bleach on her favorite sweater.




  But she’d toughed it out. Gemma had been determined to get a car when she turned sixteen, even if that meant dealing with the Tennenmeyers. Her older sister, Harper, had gotten their

  father’s old car as a hand-me-down. Harper had offered to let Gemma drive it, but she had declined.




  Mainly, Gemma needed her own car because neither Harper nor her father readily approved of her late-night swims at Anthemusa Bay. They didn’t live far from the bay, but the distance

  wasn’t what bothered her family. It was the late-night part—and that was the thing that Gemma craved most.




  Out there, under the stars, the water seemed like it went on forever. The bay met the sea, which in turn met the sky, and it all blended together like she was floating in an eternal loop. There

  was something magical about the bay at night, something that her family couldn’t seem to understand.




  Gemma tried the key one more time, but it only elicited the same empty clicking sound from her car. Sighing, she leaned forward and stared out at the moonlit sky through the cracked windshield.

  It was getting late, and even if she left on foot right now, she wouldn’t get back from her swim until almost midnight.




  That wouldn’t be a huge problem, but her curfew was eleven. Starting off the summer being grounded on top of having a dead car was the last thing she wanted. Her swim would have to wait

  for another night.




  She got out of the car. When she tried to slam the door shut in frustration, it only groaned, and a chunk of rust fell off the bottom.




  “This is by far the worst three hundred dollars I ever spent,” Gemma muttered.




  “Car trouble?” Alex asked from behind her, startling her so much she nearly screamed. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”




  She turned around to face him. “No, it’s okay,” she said, waving it off. “I didn’t hear you come out.”




  Alex had lived next door to them for the past ten years, and there was nothing scary about him. As he got older, he’d tried to smooth out his unruly dark hair, but a lock near the front

  always stood up, a cowlick he could never tame. It made him look younger than eighteen, and when he smiled, he looked younger still.




  There was something innocent about him, and that was probably why Harper had never thought of him as anything more than a friend. Even Gemma had dismissed him as uncrushworthy until recently.

  She’d seen the subtle changes in him, his youthfulness giving way to broad shoulders and strong arms.




  It was that new thing, the new manliness he was beginning to grow into, that made her stomach flutter when Alex smiled at her. She still wasn’t used to feeling that way around

  him, so she pushed it down and tried to ignore it.




  “The stupid piece of junk won’t run.” Gemma gestured to the rusty compact and stepped over to where Alex stood on his lawn. “I’ve only had it for three months, and

  it’s dead already.”




  “I’m sorry to hear that,” Alex said. “Do you need help?”




  “You know something about cars?” Gemma raised an eyebrow. She had seen him spend plenty of time playing video games or with his nose stuck in a book, but she’d never once seen

  him under the hood of a car.




  Alex smiled sheepishly and lowered his eyes. He had been blessed with tan skin, which made it easier for him to hide his embarrassment, but Gemma knew him well enough to understand that he

  blushed at almost anything.




  “No,” he admitted with a small laugh and motioned back to the driveway where his blue Mercury Cougar sat. “But I do have a car of my own.”




  He pulled his keys out of his pocket and swung them around his finger. For a moment he managed to look slick before the keys flew off his hand and hit him in the chin. Gemma stifled a laugh as

  he scrambled to pick them up.




  “You okay?”




  “Uh, yeah, I’m fine.” He rubbed his chin and shrugged it off. “So, do you want a ride?”




  “Are you sure? It’s pretty late. I don’t want to bother you.”




  “Nah, it’s no bother.” He stepped back toward his car, waiting for Gemma to follow. “Where are you headed?”




  “Just to the bay.”




  “I should’ve known.” He grinned. “Your nightly swim?”




  “It’s not nightly,” Gemma said, though he wasn’t too far off base.




  “Come on.” Alex walked over to the Cougar and opened his door. “Hop in.”




  “All right, if you insist.”




  Gemma didn’t like imposing on people, but she didn’t want to pass up a chance at swimming. A car ride alone with Alex wouldn’t hurt, either. Usually she only got to spend time

  with him when he was hanging out with her sister.




  “So what is it about these swims that you find so entrancing?” Alex asked after she’d gotten in the car.




  “I don’t think I’d ever describe them as entrancing.” She buckled her seat belt, then leaned back. “I don’t know what it is exactly. There’s just . . .

  nothing else like it.”




  “What do you mean?” Alex asked. He’d started the car but stayed parked in the driveway, watching her as she tried to explain.




  “During the day there are so many people at the bay, especially during the summer, but at night . . . it’s just you and the water and the stars. And it’s dark, so it all feels

  like one thing, and you’re part of it all.” She furrowed her brow, but her smile was wistful. “I guess it is kind of entrancing,” she admitted. She shook her head, clearing

  it of the thought. “I don’t know. Maybe I’m just a freak who likes swimming at night.”




  That was when Gemma realized Alex was staring at her, and she glanced over at him. He had a strange expression on his face, almost like he was dumbfounded.




  “What?” Gemma asked, beginning to feel embarrassed at the way he looked at her. She fidgeted with her hair, tucking it behind her ears, and shifted in her seat.




  “Nothing. Sorry.” Alex shook his head and put the car in drive. “You probably want to get out to the water.”




  “I’m not in a huge rush or anything,” Gemma said, but that was sort of a lie. She wanted to get as much time in the water as she could before her curfew.




  “Are you still training?” Alex asked. “Or did you stop for summer vacation?”




  “Nope, I still train.” She rolled down the car window, letting the salty air blow in. “I swim every day at the pool with the coach. He says my times are getting really

  good.”




  “At the pool you swim all day, and then you want to sneak out and swim all night?”Alex smirked. “How does that work?”




  “It’s different.” She stuck her arm out the open window, holding it straight like the wing of a plane. “Swimming at the pool, it’s all laps and time. It’s

  work. Out in the bay, it’s just floating and splashing around.”




  “But don’t you ever get sick of being wet?” Alex asked.




  “Nope. That’s like asking you, Don’t you ever get sick of breathing air?”




  “As a matter of fact, I do. Sometimes I think, Woudn’t it be grand if I didn’t need to breathe?”




  “Why?” Gemma laughed. “Why would that ever be grand?”




  “I don’t know.” He looked self-conscious for a minute, his smile twisting nervously. “I guess I mostly thought it when I was in gym class and they’d make me run or

  something. I was always so out of breath.”




  Alex glanced over at her, as if checking to see if she thought he was a complete loser for that admission. But she only smiled at him in response.




  “You should’ve spent more time swimming with me,” Gemma said. “Then you wouldn’t have been so out of shape.”




  “I know, but I’m a geek.” He sighed. “At least I’m done with all that gym stuff now that I’ve graduated.”




  “Soon you’ll be so busy at college, you won’t even remember the horrors of high school,” Gemma said, her tone turning curiously despondent.




  “Yeah, I guess.” Alex furrowed his brow.




  Gemma leaned closer to the window, hanging her elbow down the side and resting her chin on her hand as she stared out at houses and trees passing by. In their neighborhood, the houses were all

  cheap and run-down, but as soon as they passed Capri Lane, everything was clean and modern.




  Since it was tourist season, all the buildings and trees were lit up brightly. Music from the bars and the sounds of people talking and laughing wafted through the air.




  “Are you excited to get away from all this?” Gemma asked with a wry smile and pointed to a drunken couple arguing on the boulevard.




  “There is some stuff I’ll be glad to get away from,” he admitted, but when he looked over at her, his expression softened. “But there will definitely be some things that

  I miss.”




  The beach was mostly deserted, other than a few teenagers having a bonfire, and Gemma directed Alex to drive a little farther. The soft sand gave way to more jagged rocks lining the shore, and

  the paved parking lots were replaced by a forest of bald cypress trees. He parked on a dirt road as close to the water as he could get.




  This far away from the tourist attractions, there were no people or trails leading to the water. When Alex cut the lights on the Cougar, they were submerged in darkness. The only light came from

  the moon above them, and from some light pollution cast off by the town.




  “Is this really where you swim?” Alex asked.




  “Yeah. It’s the best place to do it.” She shrugged and opened the door.




  “But it’s all rocky.” Alex got out of the car and scanned the mossy stones that covered the ground. “It seems dangerous.”




  “That’s the point.” Gemma grinned. “Nobody else would swim here.”




  As soon as she got out of the car, she slipped off her sundress, revealing the bathing suit she wore underneath. Her dark hair had been in a ponytail, but she pulled it down and shook it loose.

  She kicked off her flip-flops and tossed them in the car, along with her dress.




  Alex stood next to the car, shoving his hands deep in his pockets, and tried not to look at her. He knew she was wearing a bathing suit, one he’d seen her in a hundred times before. Gemma

  practically lived in swimwear. But alone with her like this, he felt acutely aware of how she looked in the bikini.




  Of the two Fisher sisters, Gemma was definitely the prettier. She had a lithe swimmer’s body, petite and slender, but curved in all the right places. Her skin was bronze from the sun, and

  her dark hair had golden highlights running through it from all the chlorine and sunlight. Her eyes were honey, not that he could really see the color in the dim light, but they sparkled when she

  smiled at him.




  “Aren’t you going swimming?” Gemma asked.




  “Uh, no.” He shook his head and deliberately stared off at the bay to avoid looking at her. “I’m good. I’ll wait in the car until you’re done.”




  “No, you drove me all the way down here. You can’t just wait in the car. You have to come swimming with me.”




  “Nah, I think I’m okay.” He scratched his arm and lowered his eyes. “You go have fun.”




  “Alex, come on.” Gemma pretended to pout. “I bet you’ve never even gone for a swim in the moonlight. And you’re leaving for college at the end of the summer. You

  have to do this at least once, or you haven’t really lived.”




  “I don’t have swim trunks,” Alex said, but his resistance was already waning.




  “Just wear your boxers.”




  He thought about protesting further, but Gemma had a point. She was always doing stuff like this, but he’d spent most of his high school career in his bedroom.




  Besides, swimming would be better than waiting. And when he thought about it, it was much less creepy joining her swimming than watching her from the shore.




  “Fine, but I better not cut my feet on any of the rocks,” Alex said as he slipped off his shoes.




  “I promise to keep you safe and sound.” She crossed her hand over her heart to prove it.




  “I’ll hold you to that.”




  He pulled his shirt up over his head, and it was exactly as Gemma had imagined. His gangly frame had filled out with toned muscles that she didn’t completely understand, since he was a

  self-professed geek.




  When he started to undo his pants, Gemma turned away to be polite. Even though she would see him in his boxers in a few seconds, it felt strange watching him take off his jeans. As if it were

  dirty.




  “So how do we get down to the water?” Alex asked.




  “Very carefully.”




  She went first, stepping delicately onto the rocks, and he knew he wouldn’t stand a chance of copying her grace. She moved like a ballerina, stepping on the balls of her feet from one

  smooth rock to the next until she reached the water.




  “There are a few sharp stones when you step in the water,” Gemma warned him.




  “Thanks for the heads-up,” he mumbled and moved with as much caution as he could. Following her path, which she’d made look so easy, proved to be rather treacherous, and he

  stumbled several times.




  “Don’t rush it! You’ll be fine if you go slow.”




  “I’m trying.”




  To his own surprise, he managed to make it to the water without slicing open his foot. Gemma smiled proudly at him as she waded out deeper into the bay.




  “Arent you scared?” Alex asked




  “Of what?” She’d gone far enough into the water to lean back and swim, kicking her legs out in front of her.




  “I don’t know. Sea monsters or something. The water is so dark. You can’t see anything.” Alex was now in a little over waist-deep, and truthfully, he didn’t want to

  go any farther.




  “There’s no sea monsters.” Gemma laughed and splashed water at him. To encourage him to have fun, she decided to challenge him. “I’ll race you to the rock over

  there.”




  “What rock?”




  “That one.” She pointed to a giant gray spike of a rock that stuck out of the water a few yards from where they swam.




  “You’ll beat me to it,” he said.




  “I’ll give you a head start,” Gemma offered.




  “How much?”




  “Um . . . five seconds.”




  “Five seconds?” Alex seemed to weigh this. “I guess maybe I could—” Instead of finishing his thought, he dove into the water, swimming fast.




  “I’m already giving you a head start!” Gemma called after him, laughing. “You don’t need to cheat!”




  Alex swam as furiously as he could, but it wasn’t long before Gemma was flying past him. She was unstoppable in the water, and he’d honestly never seen anything faster than her. In

  the past, he’d gone with Harper to swim meets at the school, and there had rarely been one where Gemma didn’t win.




  “I won!” Gemma declared when she reached the rock.




  “As if there was ever any doubt.” Alex swam up next to her and hung on to the rock to support himself. His breath was still short, and he wiped the salty water from his eyes.

  “That was hardly a fair fight.”




  “Sorry.” She smiled. Gemma wasn’t anywhere near as winded as Alex was, but she leaned onto the rock next to him.




  “For some reason, I don’t think you really mean that,” Alex said in mock offense.




  His hand slipped off the rock, and when he reached out to steady himself again, he accidentally put his hand over Gemma’s. His first instinct was to pull it back in some kind of hasty

  embarrassment, but the second before he did, he changed his mind.




  Alex let his hand linger over hers, both of them cool and wet. Her smile had changed, turning into something fonder, and for a moment neither of them said anything. They hung on to the rock like

  that for a moment longer, the only sound the water lapping around them.




  Gemma would’ve been content to sit with Alex like that, but light exploded in the cove behind him, distracting her. The small cove was at the mouth of the bay, just before it met the

  ocean, about a quarter mile from where Gemma and Alex floated.




  Alex followed her gaze. A moment later, laughter sounded over the water and he pulled his hand away from hers.




  A fire flared inside the cove, the light flickering across the three dancing figures that fanned it. From this far away, it was difficult to get a clear view of what they were doing, but it was

  obvious who they were by the way they moved. Everyone in town knew of them, even if nobody really seemed to know them personally.




  “It’s those girls,” Alex said—softly, as if the girls would overhear him from the cove.




  The three girls were dancing with elegance and grace. Even their shadows, looming on the rock walls around them, seemed sensual in their movements.




  “What are they doing out here?” Alex asked.




  “I don’t know.” Gemma shrugged, continuing to stare at them, unabashed. “They’ve been coming out here more and more. They seem to like hanging out in that

  cove.”




  “Huh,” Alex said. She looked back at him and saw his brow furrowed in thought.




  “I don’t even know what they’re doing in town.”




  “Me neither.” He looked over his shoulder to watch them again. “Somebody told me they were Canadian movie stars.”




  “Maybe. But they don’t have accents.”




  “You’ve heard them talk?” Alex asked, sounding impressed.




  “Yeah, I’ve seen them at Pearl’s Diner across from the library. They always order milk shakes.”




  “Didn’t there used to be four of them?”




  “Yeah, I think so.” Gemma squinted, trying to be sure she was counting right. “Last time I saw them out here, there were four. But now there’s only three.”




  “I wonder where the other one went.”




  Gemma and Alex were too far away to understand them clearly, but they were talking and laughing, their voices floating over the bay. One of the girls began singing—her voice as clear as

  crystal, and so sweet it almost hurt to hear. The melody pulled at Gemma’s heart.




  Alex’s jaw dropped, and he gaped at them. He moved away from the rock, floating slowly toward them, but Gemma barely even noticed. Her focus was on the girls. Or, more accurately, on the

  one girl who wasn’t singing.




  Penn. Gemma was sure of it, just by the way Penn moved away from the two girls. Her long black hair hung down behind her, and the wind blew it back. She walked with startling grace and

  purpose, her eyes straight ahead.




  From this distance in the dark, Penn shouldn’t have noticed her, but Gemma could feel her eyes boring straight through her, sending chills down her spine.




  “Alex,” Gemma said in a voice that barely sounded like her own. “I think we should go.”




  “What?” Alex replied dazedly, and that was when Gemma realized how far he’d swum away from her.




  “Alex, come on. I think we’re bothering them. We should go.”




  “Go?” He turned back to her, sounding confused by the idea.




  “Alex!” Gemma said, nearly shouting now, but at least that seemed to get through to him. “We need to get back. It’s late.”




  “Oh, right.” He shook his head, clearing it, and then swam back toward the shore.




  When Gemma was convinced he was back to normal, she followed him.




  Penn, Thea, Lexi, and Arista had been in town since the weather started warming up, and people assumed they were the first tourists of the season. But nobody really knew exactly who they were or

  what they were doing here.




  All Gemma knew was that she hated it when they came out here. It disrupted her night swims. She didn’t feel comfortable being in the water, not when they were out in the cove, dancing and

  singing and doing whatever it was they did.
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  Capri




  The slamming of a car door startled her, and Harper sat up, setting aside her e-reader. She hopped off her bed and pushed back the curtain in time

  to see Gemma saying good night to Alex before coming in the house.




  According to the alarm clock on her bedside table, it was only ten-thirty She didn’t really have anything to bust Gemma on, but Harper still didn’t like it.




  She sat down on her bed and waited for Gemma to come upstairs. It would take a few minutes, since their father, Brian, was downstairs watching TV. He usually waited up for Gemma, not that she

  seemed to care. She still went out, even when Brian had to be up at five A.M. for work.




  That drove Harper nuts, but she’d long ago given up that fight. Her father had set Gemma’s curfew, and if it really bothered him to wait up, he could make it earlier. Or at least

  that was what he said.




  Brian and Gemma talked for a couple minutes, with Harper upstairs listening to their muffled conversation. Then she heard footsteps on the stairs, and before Gemma could make it to her own room,

  Harper opened her bedroom door and caught her.




  “Gemma,” Harper whispered.




  Gemma stood across the hall from her, her back to Harper and her hand on the bedroom door. Her sundress stuck to her damp skin, and Harper could see the outline of the bikini through the

  fabric.




  With heavy reluctance, Gemma turned to face her older sister. “You know, you don’t have to wait up for me. Dad does that.”




  “I wasn’t waiting for you,” Harper lied. “I just happened to be up reading.”




  “Yeah. Okay.” Gemma rolled her eyes and crossed her arms over her chest. “So, get on with it. Tell me what I did wrong.”




  “You didn’t do anything wrong,” Harper said, her tone softening.




  It wasn’t like she enjoyed yelling at Gemma all the time. She really didn’t. Gemma just had the awful habit of doing stupid things.




  “I know,” Gemma replied.




  “I was only . . .” Harper ran her fingers over the trim on her bedroom door and avoided looking at Gemma in case she had a judgmental gleam in her eye. “What were you doing

  with Alex?”




  “My car wouldn’t start, so he took me for a swim at the bay.”




  “Why did he take you?”




  Gemma shrugged. “I don’t know. Because he’s nice.”




  “Gemma,” Harper groaned.




  “What?” Gemma asked. “I didn’t do anything.”




  Harper sighed. “He’s too old for you. I know—”




  “Harper! Yuck!” Gemma’s cheeks reddened, and she lowered her eyes. “Alex is like . . . a brother or something. Don’t be gross. And he’s your best

  friend.”




  “Don’t.” Harper shook her head. “I’ve watched the dance you two have been playing the last few months, and I wouldn’t care, except he’s going away to

  college soon. I don’t want you to get hurt.”




  “I’m not getting hurt. Nothing is happening,” Gemma insisted. “You know, I thought you would be happy. You’re always telling me not to go on those night swims

  alone, and I brought someone with me.”




  “Alex?” Harper raised an eyebrow, and even Gemma had to admit that Alex probably wouldn’t be a very effective bodyguard. “And those night swims aren’t safe. You

  shouldn’t be going on them at all.”




  “I am fine! Nothing happened!”




  “Nothing happened yet,” Harper countered. “But three people have gone missing in the last two months, Gemma. You have to be careful.”




  “I am careful!” Gemma balled her hands into fists at her sides. “And it doesn’t matter what you say anyway. Dad says I can go as long as I’m home by eleven, and I

  am.”




  “Well, Dad shouldn’t be letting you go.”




  “Is there a problem, girls?” Brian called from the bottom of the stairs.




  “No,” Harper muttered.




  “I’m going to take a shower and go to bed, if that’s okay with Harper,” Gemma said.




  “I don’t care what you do.” Harper held up her hands and shrugged.




  “Thank you.” Gemma turned on her heel and slammed the bedroom door behind her.




  Harper leaned on her doorframe as her father climbed the stairs. He was a tall man with big strong hands, worn from years of working at the dock. Though in his forties, Brian was rather fit, and

  other than the few gray streaks in his hair, he didn’t look his age.




  Stopping in front of Harper’s room, her father crossed his arms and looked down at her. “What was that about?”




  “I dunno.” She shrugged and stared down at her toes, noticing the bright blue nail polish had begun to chip.




  “You’ve got to stop telling her what to do,” Brian said quietly.




  “I’m not!”




  “She’s going to make mistakes, just like you do, but she’ll be okay, just like you are.”




  “Why am I the bad guy?” Harper finally lifted her eyes to look up at her father. “Alex is too old for her, and it’s dangerous out there. I’m not being

  unreasonable.”




  “But you’re not her parent,” Brian said. “I am. You have your own life to live. You should be worrying about college this fall. Let me worry about Gemma, okay? I can take

  care of her.”




  “I know.” She sighed.




  “Do you?” Brian asked honestly, looking her in the eyes. “I know I’ve let you take on too much since your mom . . .” He trailed off, letting it hang in the air.

  “But that doesn’t mean we won’t be okay without you.”




  “I know. I’m sorry, Dad.” She forced a smile. “I just worry.”




  “Well, try not to, and get some sleep tonight, okay?”




  “Okay.” She nodded.




  He leaned down and kissed her on the forehead. “Night, sweetie.”




  “Night, Dad.”




  Harper went back into her room, shutting the door behind her. Her father was right, and she knew it, but that didn’t change the way she felt. For good or for bad, Gemma had been

  Harper’s responsibility for the past nine years. Or, at the very least, Harper had felt responsible.




  She sat down on her bed with a heavy sigh. Leaving them would be impossible.




  She should be excited about finally getting out on her own, especially considering how hard she’d worked for it. Even with working part-time at the library and volunteering at the animal

  shelter, Harper had managed to get a 4.0 all through high school.




  The scholarship she’d been awarded had opened doors for her that her father’s budget couldn’t. Every college she’d applied to had been eager to have her. She

  could’ve gone anywhere, but she’d chosen a state school only forty minutes away from Capri.




  Peering out through the curtains, Harper could see the light from Alex’s bedroom. She grabbed her phone from her bedside table, meaning to text him, but changed her mind. He’d been

  her friend for years, and despite the fact that she’d never harbored any romantic feelings for him, his growing flirtation with her younger sister weirded Harper out a bit.




  The pipes groaned as Gemma turned on the hot water in the bathroom across the hall. Harper grabbed the blue nail polish so she could touch up her toenails and listened to Gemma sing in the

  shower, her voice soft like a lullaby.




  Harper gave up after one foot and curled up in bed. Within moments of her head hitting the pillow, she was out.




  By the time Harper woke up in the morning, her dad was already gone for work, and Gemma was rushing around the kitchen. It never stopped being strange to Harper that, even waking up at seven in

  the morning, she was the late sleeper in the family.




  “I made some hard-boiled eggs this morning,” Gemma said through a mouthful of food. Based on the yellow crumbles coming out of her mouth, it looked like Gemma had just finished off

  an egg. “I cooked up the whole dozen, so you can have some.”




  “Thanks.” Harper yawned as she sat down at the kitchen table.




  Gemma stood next to the open dishwasher, quickly downing a glass of orange juice. When she finished, she threw the glass in the dishwasher, next to her dirty plate. She was already dressed in

  worn jeans and a T-shirt, and her hair had been pulled up into a ponytail.




  “I gotta get to swim practice,” Gemma said as she hurried by.




  “Why so early?” Harper leaned back in her chair so she could watch through the doorway as Gemma slipped on her shoes. “I thought practice didn’t start until

  eight.”




  “It doesn’t. But my car won’t start, so I’m biking it there.”




  “I can give you a ride,” Harper offered.




  “Nah, I’m fine.” Gemma grabbed her gym bag and sifted through it, making sure she had everything she needed. She pulled out her iPod and shoved it in the pocket of her

  jeans.




  “You’re not supposed to listen to that when you ride your bike,” Harper reminded her. “You can’t hear oncoming traffic.”




  “I’ll be fine.” Gemma ignored her and tossed the earbuds around her neck.




  “It’s supposed to rain today,” Harper said.




  Gemma grabbed a gray sweatshirt from where it hung on the coatrack, and then she held it up for Harper to see. “Got my hoodie.” Without waiting for Harper to say any more, Gemma

  turned around and opened the front door. “See you later!”




  “Have a good day!” Harper called after her, but the door had already slammed shut behind Gemma.




  Harper sat in the kitchen for a few minutes, allowing herself to wake up before the silence annoyed her into action. She put on the stereo so the house felt less empty. Her father always kept

  the radio set on the classic rock station, and she spent a lot of mornings with Bruce Springsteen.




  When she opened the fridge to get some breakfast, she saw the crumpled brown paper bag that contained her father’s lunch. He’d forgotten it. Again. On her own lunch break,

  she’d have to leave early to take it down to the docks for him.




  After she finished eating breakfast, Harper hurried about her morning routine. She cleaned out the fridge, throwing away old leftovers, before starting the dishwasher and taking out the garbage.

  It was Thursday, and on the brightly colored chore calendar she’d made it said LAUNDRY and BATHROOM in big block letters.




  Since laundry took longer, Harper started that first. In the process, she discovered that Gemma must’ve borrowed one of her tops and spilled a chili dog on it. She’d have to remember

  to have a talk with her about that later.




  The bathroom was always a pain to clean. The shower drain was always filled with a disproportionate amount of Gemma’s golden brown hair. Since Harper’s hair was darker, coarser, and

  longer, she’d expect to see more of it, but it was always Gemma’s clogging up the pipes.




  Harper finished her chores, then got herself cleaned up and ready for work. The rain she’d predicted earlier that morning was coming down, a heavy garden shower, and she had to run out to

  her car to keep from getting drenched.




  Since it was raining, the library where Harper worked was a little busier than normal. Her coworker Marcy called dibs on putting away books and rearranging shelves, leaving Harper to help the

  library patrons to check out.




  They had an automated system, so people could check out books without involving the clerks or the librarian, but some people never got the hang of it. Several other people had questions about

  late fees or reserving books, and a nice old lady needed help finding “that one book with the fish, or maybe a whale, and the girl who falls in love.”




  Near lunchtime the rain had let up, and so had what little rush the library had seen. Marcy had deliberately been in the back aisles rearranging books, but she came out of hiding and sat in the

  chair next to Harper at the front desk.




  Even though Marcy was seven years older than Harper and technically her boss, Harper was the more responsible of the two. Marcy loved books. That was why she’d gotten into the field. But

  she would have been happy to spend the rest of her life without talking to another person. Her jeans had a hole in the knee, and her T-shirt read I LISTEN TO BANDS THAT DON’T

  EVEN EXIST YET.




  “Well, I’m glad that’s over,” Marcy said, snapping at the bands on a rubber-band ball.




  “If people didn’t come here, you would be out of a job,” Harper pointed out.




  “I know.” She shrugged and brushed her straight bangs out of her eyes. “Sometimes I think I’m like that guy on The Twilight Zone.”




  “What guy?” Harper asked.




  “That guy. Burgess Meredith, I think.” Marcy leaned back in her chair, bouncing the rubber-band ball between her hands. “All he wanted to do was read books, and then he finally

  gets what he wants, and all the people die in this nuclear holocaust.”




  “He wanted everyone to be blown up?” Harper asked, looking at her friend seriously. “You want everyone to be blown up?”




  “No, he didn’t, and neither do I.” Marcy shook her head. “He just wanted to be left alone to read, and then he is. That’s where the irony comes in. He breaks his

  glasses, and he can’t read, and he’s all upset. So that’s why I eat carrots so much.”




  “What?” Harper asked.




  “So I have good vision,” Marcy said, like it should be super-obvious. “In the event of bombs being dropped, I won’t need to worry about my glasses, and I can survive the

  fallout or zombie apocalypse or what have you.”




  “Wow. It seems like you really thought that through.”




  “I have,” Marcy admitted. “And everyone should. It’s important stuff.”




  “Clearly.” Harper pushed her chair back from the desk. “Hey, since it’s slow, do you mind if I go on my lunch break early? I need to run my dad’s lunch down to

  him.”




  Marcy shrugged. “Yeah, sure. But he’s gonna have to learn to remember that on his own soon.”




  “I know.” Harper sighed. “Thanks.”




  She got up and went back to the small office behind the front desk to retrieve the sack lunch from the mini-fridge. The office was for the librarian, but she was on her honeymoon for the next

  month, traveling all around the world. That left Marcy in charge, so it really meant Harper was in charge.




  “There they go again,” Marcy said.




  “There who go?” Harper asked as she came back out to find Marcy staring out the large front window.




  “Them.” Marcy nodded at the window.




  Since the rain had stopped, the streets were once again flooded with tourists, but Harper saw exactly who Marcy was talking about.




  Penn, Thea, and Lexi strutted down the sidewalk. Penn led the way, her long bronze legs seeming to stretch for a mile below the hem of her short skirt, and her black hair falling down her back

  like silk. Lexi and Thea followed right behind her. Lexi was blond, her hair literally the color of gold, and Thea had fiery red curls.




  Harper had always thought her sister, Gemma, was the most beautiful girl in Capri. But ever since Penn and her friends had come to town, that wasn’t even close to being true.




  Penn winked at Bernie McAllister as she walked past him, and he had to grab a bench to steady himself. He was an older man who rarely left the tiny island he lived on just off Anthemusa Bay.

  Harper knew him because he used to work with her father before he retired, and Bernie had always been fond of Harper and Gemma, giving them candy whenever they visited the docks. He even used to

  watch Harper and Gemma when they were younger and their dad was busy.




  “Oh, that’s not nice at all.” Marcy frowned as she watched Bernie hang on to the bench. “They nearly gave him a heart attack.”




  Harper was about to run out across the street to help him when he finally seemed to collect himself. Straightening up, Bernie walked away, presumably to the bait-and-tackle shop down the

  street.




  “Didn’t there used to be four of them?” Marcy asked, her attention back on the three girls.




  “I think so.”




  Privately, Harper felt a small sense of relief at knowing there was one fewer. She’d never thought of herself as prejudiced against anyone, even pretty girls, yet she couldn’t help

  feeling that this town and everyone in it would be better if Penn and her friends left.




  “I wonder what they’re doing here,” Marcy said as the girls walked into Pearl’s Diner across from the library.




  “Same thing everyone else is doing here.” Harper tried to sound unfazed by their presence. “It’s summer vacation.”




  “But they’re like movie stars or something.” Marcy turned back to face Harper now that Penn, Lexi, and Thea had disappeared inside the diner.




  “Even movie stars need a vacation.” Harper grabbed her purse from underneath the desk. “I’m running out to the docks to see my dad. I’ll be back in a little

  bit.”




  Harper hurried out to her old Mercury Sable, hoping to get to and from the docks without getting rained on. She’d just hopped in the car and started it when she glanced up. Penn, Lexi, and

  Thea were sitting in a booth by the window at Pearl’s.




  The other two girls were sipping their drinks, behaving like normal customers, but Penn stared out the glass, her dark eyes locked on Harper. Her full lips turned up in a smile. A guy might have

  found that seductive, but Harper found it strangely menacing.




  She put the car in drive and sped off so quickly she nearly clipped another driver, and that was very unlike her. As she drove down to the dock, slowing her racing heart, Harper once again

  thought about how much better it would be if Penn would just leave.
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