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This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, power imbalance, explicit language, controlled drowning and breath-hold scenarios, references to past suicidal ideation, trauma related to near-drowning, morally grey characters, toxic relationships, instructor-student power dynamics, falsified records, emotional coercion, hurricane survival situations, isolation, and dark themes throughout. This is a DARK romance. The MMC is not a safe hero. If that's not your cup of poison, this book is not for you. Reader discretion is advised.

For the ones who learned to swim in water that wanted them under. This one drowns different.

She told me the ocean was the only honest thing left. I asked her what it said. She smiled like a wound reopening and whispered: Come closer. Come closer. Come closer.

— Elliot Crane, Letters from the Undertow
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The Hold

Saxon

The water is warm and it lies about everything.

Seventy-eight degrees, give or take. Body temperature if you've been in long enough. The kind of warm that tricks your muscles into softening, your lungs into trusting, your brain into believing the ocean is a place you belong. But the ocean doesn't want you. The ocean is indifferent to the fact of your breathing, and indifference is the cruelest kind of violence because you can't argue with it, can't negotiate, can't beg.

I've been trying to explain this to recruits for three years. None of them listen until the water is in their throat.

My hands are on her shoulders. I can feel the architecture of her collarbones under my palms, the way her body pulls against the current like a flag in a gale. She's small for a swimmer. Built narrow through the ribs, wide through the shoulders, all contradiction. The rescue hold requires me to lock my arms across her chest, pin her spine to my sternum, and kick us both toward shore while she trusts me enough to stop fighting.

She doesn't trust me. That's fine. I don't need trust. I need compliance.

The swell rolls under us, a long dark muscle flexing beneath the surface. Three-foot faces, maybe four. Nothing that would trouble me alone. But I'm not alone. I'm holding someone who can't breathe right, whose heart is slamming against the back of my wrist like it's trying to escape the cage of her ribs before the ocean finishes what it started.

"Breathe," I say. The word gets lost in the chop. I say it again, lower, closer to her ear. "Breathe, Gallagher."

Her body locks. Goes rigid in my arms. For two seconds she's not a person, she's a plank of driftwood, and driftwood is easy to hold but impossible to save because it doesn't know it's drowning.

Then she exhales. Long, ragged, sour with swallowed salt. Her weight settles against me.

I kick us in.

The shallows catch my heels. I stand, haul her upright, release my grip the instant her feet touch sand. She stumbles forward, drops to her knees in the wash, and coughs up a mouthful of the Atlantic.

I don't help her up. Helping her up is not the point. The point is that she stands on her own, and she will, because I've already memorized the particular way she survives things. Slowly, viciously, with her jaw set and her hands in fists and her eyes furious at the water, at me, at herself for needing either of us.

She stands.

Salt water runs down her face like something she refuses to call tears. Her rash guard is plastered to her torso. Her braid has come half undone, dark red hair stuck to her neck in wet ropes. She turns and looks at me, and her eyes are the color of shallow water over sand, and there is nothing in them that resembles gratitude.

Good.

Gratitude is a leash. I have enough of those already.

I wipe my face with the back of my hand and taste salt and sunscreen and something metallic that might be the rust from the rescue board's fin or might be my own lip, split on her shoulder when the last wave caught us wrong. The sun hasn't risen yet. The sky is the color of a bruise, purple-grey, the horizon line soft where the ocean meets the coming day. The sand under my feet is still cool. In two hours it will be hot enough to burn skin. This is July on the Outer Banks. The air has weight here. You don't breathe it so much as chew.

She's watching me. Waiting for the verdict.

I should tell her she failed. She did fail. Her panic locked her arms at the worst possible moment, her breathing went to hell, and if I hadn't been holding her she'd have gone under at the second swell and come up disoriented, which in a lateral current means drifting south at two knots until exhaustion drops you.

I should tell her that. I should write it in the log. I should flag her file and recommend removal from the program because a swimmer who freezes in four-foot surf has no business training for open-water rescue, no matter how fast she is in a pool, no matter what her application says about her certifications.

I should do a lot of things.

"Same time tomorrow," I say.

She stares at me. The fury in her expression shifts to confusion, then to something warier. Something that recognizes a trap even if she can't name it yet.

"Tomorrow," she repeats.

"0500. Dock 3."

"I heard you."

"Then stop looking at me like I'm giving you a choice."

She turns and walks up the beach. Her stride is uneven on the wet sand. Her hands are still in fists. I watch her until she crests the dune path and disappears toward the barracks, and I keep watching the empty space where she was, and I know the name for what I'm doing.

I've known since the moment I pulled up her application three weeks before she arrived and saw the competitive swim record that didn't match the open-water certification and decided to let her in anyway. I've known since I assigned her Dock 3 instead of the main beach, since I scheduled her first assessment before the other recruits were awake, since I told myself the separate session was about safety evaluation and not about the fact that I wanted to see her in the water before anyone else did.

Control. That's the name. The thing I'm best at and the thing that has cost me everything I've ever tried to hold.

The ocean doesn't care. The tide comes in and the tide goes out and somewhere underneath the surface there's a girl I didn't save, and she looks nothing like the one who just walked up that beach, and I'm not confusing them.

I'm not.

The sun clears the horizon. The water turns from black to green to something almost blue, and the heat begins its slow daily assault on everything it touches. I sit on the sand with my forearms on my knees and I watch the swells roll in and I wait for the guilt to hit, the way it always does when I've made a decision I can't take back.

It doesn't come. What comes instead is worse.

Anticipation.

I don't lose people in the water. That's what I tell the next one.
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Surface Level

Niamh

The bus smelled like diesel and old vinyl, and when the doors opened at the Hatteras facility, the heat hit me like a physical thing. Not a wave. Waves recede. This pressed in from every direction and stayed, thick enough to lean against, carrying salt and the low organic rot of marshland and something sharper underneath. Iodine, maybe. Or the metallic edge of sand baked past a hundred degrees.

I shouldered my duffel and stepped into it.

The Outer Banks Open-Water Rescue Training Program operated out of a compound that looked like it had been assembled by someone who hated architects. Cinder block barracks, sun-bleached to the color of old bone. A equipment shed with a corrugated roof that pinged in the heat. A concrete pad with rescue boards lined up like coffins. Beyond all of it, visible through a gap between buildings, the Atlantic, flat and silver under a sky so bright it hurt to look at directly.

Twelve of us climbed off the bus. I counted. Old habit from competitive swimming, when I'd scan the heat sheet before a race and calculate exactly how many bodies stood between me and the wall. These bodies were different. Broader, harder, carrying themselves with the specific looseness of people who'd already proven something to someone. Ex-military, most of them. Coasties, lifeguards, a few civilian pararescue types with matching tattoos and the aggressive ease of men who'd pulled drowned people from surf and considered it Tuesday.

I was the only one who flinched when the wind changed and carried the smell of open ocean directly into my face.

Nobody noticed. I made sure of that.

"Gallagher?"

The voice belonged to a compact woman with cropped hair and a sunburn already peeling across her nose. She extended a hand. "Tessa Maddox. We're bunking together. Building C, room 6. The one with the window that doesn't close."

"The window doesn't close?"

"Welcome to Hatteras." She grinned. "Pray for cross-breeze."

Tessa walked me to the barracks while the others drifted toward the equipment shed for gear assignments. The room was eight by ten, two bunks, a metal desk, a fan bolted to the ceiling that spun with the enthusiasm of something counting down the hours until its own death. The window Tessa mentioned was propped open with a paperback copy of a tide chart manual. The air that came through it was wet and warm and offered no relief whatsoever.

I dropped my duffel on the lower bunk.

"Top's mine," Tessa said. "Unless you fight me for it."

"All yours."

"Smart woman." She sat on the desk chair and studied me with the direct, unapologetic assessment of someone who'd grown up around people who sized each other up as a form of greeting. "So. Competitive swimmer?"

"Was."

"D1?"

"Michigan."

Tessa whistled. "And now you want to swim in water that actually fights back?"

I unzipped my duffel and started pulling out gear. Rash guards, board shorts, reef shoes, the SPF 70 I bought in bulk because my skin had two settings: freckled and destroyed. "Something like that."

"Most pool swimmers don't make the cut here. Not a dig. Just statistics. The ocean's a different animal."

"I know."

She watched me arrange my things with the precision of someone who'd learned to control small spaces because large ones were terrifying. I felt her reading me, looking for the edges, the tells. Tessa Maddox was going to be perceptive. I'd have to be careful.

The briefing was at 1400 in the main hall, which turned out to be a room with folding chairs, a whiteboard, and a podium that listed slightly to the left. Commander Lyle Pruitt stood behind it. He was fifty-something, built like a fire hydrant, with a grey crew cut and the kind of face that had been weathered by salt air and authority until both had become indistinguishable.

"Welcome to OBORTP," he said. "Eight weeks. Forty training days. At the end, you're either certified for open-water rescue operations, or you're on a bus back to wherever you came from. The ocean doesn't grade on a curve and neither do I."

He ran through logistics. Schedule, facilities, medical protocols, emergency procedures. The water temperature was eighty-two degrees. The air temperature was ninety-six. The UV index was categorized as "extreme." Hydration was mandatory and monitored.

I wrote nothing down. I'd memorized the program manual before I applied. I'd studied the tide charts for this stretch of coast. I'd read every incident report from the last decade of training fatalities at similar programs. Preparation was the only weapon I had against the thing I couldn't admit to anyone in this room.

The door at the back opened.

I didn't hear it. I felt it. The room's energy changed the way the surface of water changes when something large passes underneath, a subtle disturbance in the pattern that you sense before you see.

He walked in.

Saxon Creed was taller than I expected and broader across the shoulders, built with the kind of muscle that doesn't come from a gym. It came from the ocean. From hauling bodies through surf, from swimming in boots and gear, from fighting currents that didn't care how much he benched. His hair was dark blond, lighter at the ends where the salt had leached the color out, and he wore it short but not neat, like grooming was a concession he made reluctantly. The skin of his forearms was tanned to the color of wet sand, criss-crossed with old scars that caught the fluorescent light.

His hands. I noticed his hands first, which was strange, because they weren't remarkable. Wide palms, long fingers, rope-burn scars across the base of each thumb. The kind of hands that looked like they'd held too many things and hadn't forgotten any of them.

He took a position against the wall. Didn't sit. Didn't lean. He stood with his arms crossed and scanned the room the way a lifeguard scans a crowded beach: systematic, patient, looking for the one person who's about to go under.

His eyes reached me and moved on.

I exhaled.

Pruitt introduced him. "Lead instructor. Saxon Creed. Former Coast Guard rescue swimmer. If he tells you to get out of the water, you get out of the water. If he tells you the conditions are too dangerous, they are too dangerous. Any questions about that, direct them to the ocean, which will answer them permanently."

A few recruits laughed. Saxon didn't.

He stepped to the whiteboard and wrote team assignments in handwriting that was surprisingly neat for a man who looked like he'd learned to write on the back of a ship in a storm. Four teams of three. He read names without inflection. Maddox, Team Alpha. Whitley, Team Bravo. Dravec, Team Charlie.

"Gallagher."

I straightened in my chair.

"0500 tomorrow. Dock 3. Not the beach."

That was it. No team assignment. No explanation. Every other recruit had a team number, a training group, a scheduled beach assessment at 0700 with the rest of the cohort. I had a time, a dock, and a man who was already looking past me to the next name on the list.

Tessa glanced at me. I gave her nothing back.

After the briefing, the cohort drifted toward the mess hall. A recruit named Beck Whitley fell into step beside me. He was tall, easy-moving, with the kind of open face that telegraphed honesty so loudly it was almost suspicious. "First ocean program?" he asked.

"That obvious?"

"Only because you're the only one who read the manual. I saw you not taking notes." He smiled. Wide, genuine, disarming. "Beck. Former municipal lifeguard, Virginia Beach. Three seasons of surf rescue. I'm here for the Coast Guard ticket."

"Niamh. Paramedic, Raleigh."

"Niamh." He said it correctly, which meant he'd either met Irish people or paid attention. "Hell of a name for someone who swims."

"Hell of a name, period."

He laughed. "You know why Creed pulled you out of the group?"

"No."

"Me neither." He held the mess hall door open for me. "But I'd want to know."

So would I. So would I.

I ate dinner without tasting it. Showered in water that couldn't decide if it was lukewarm or body temperature. Lay on my bunk in a tank top and shorts and listened to Tessa's breathing slow into sleep while the fan above us circulated the same hot air in the same tired circles.

0500. Dock 3. Not the beach.

He'd separated me from the group before the first assessment. Before he'd seen me in the water. That meant he already knew something, or suspected something, or wanted something. None of those options let me sleep.

I pressed my thumb against the bare skin of my left ring finger, where the tan line had almost faded, and I thought about the last time a man had rearranged my schedule without asking.

Outside, the ocean sounded like breathing. Deep, slow, patient. Waiting for the 0500 that would bring me to the dock and him to whatever this was going to be.

I closed my eyes and did not sleep.
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The Tell

Saxon

She arrived at 0448. I know because I'd been standing on Dock 3 since 0430, watching the sky lighten from black to grey to the bruised purple that passes for dawn in July on Hatteras, and I'd been counting the minutes the way you count swells before entering the water. Rhythm. Pattern. Control.

Twelve minutes early. That told me something. Punctuality is anxiety wearing a watch.

She walked down the dock in reef shoes and a black rash guard, her hair pulled into a braid so tight it changed the geometry of her face. No hesitation in her stride. No glance at the water. That told me something too. People who aren't afraid of the ocean look at it. People who are terrified of it pretend it isn't there.

"Gallagher."

"Creed."

First-name basis wasn't offered. She'd matched my formality and raised it, which was either professional discipline or a way of keeping me at a distance she could control. I respected both.

"You eat?"

"Protein bar."

"That's not eating. Sit down."

I handed her a water bottle and a foil packet of electrolyte mix. She took them without thanks, stirred the powder into the water with one finger, and drank it while looking at the horizon. Her Adam's apple moved with each swallow. The light was coming up fast and it caught the constellation of freckles across her nose and turned them amber.

I looked away.

"Your application lists an advanced open-water certification," I said. "Completed through the Southeast Maritime Safety Consortium. Dated fourteen months ago."

Her jaw tightened. A small movement, barely visible, but I was watching for it the way I watch for current shifts. The little movements are the ones that kill you.

"That's correct."

"It's also fictional. The Southeast Maritime Safety Consortium runs its open-water certification program out of Charleston every March and September. Fourteen months ago puts you in the March cohort. There were twenty-two participants. I know because I guest-lectured at that session. Your name wasn't on the roster."

Silence. The dock creaked under the incoming tide. A pelican passed overhead, close enough that I heard the leathery sound of its wings. She sat very still.

"I'll pack my things," she said.

"I didn't tell you to pack your things."

"You just said you know my certification is fake."

"I said it was fictional. I didn't say I was reporting it."

She turned and looked at me for the first time since she'd sat down. Her eyes were the color of estuarine water, that shifting hazel-green that changes depending on the light and the depth and whether the sediment is stirred up. Right now, they were stirred up.

"Why not?"

That was the question. The correct, reasonable, protocol-driven answer was that I would evaluate her skills in a controlled ocean environment and make a determination about her capacity to continue in the program. The honest answer was more complicated and I wasn't ready to examine it under the kind of light that her direct attention was throwing on everything I'd decided in the three weeks since I'd first read her file.

"Because I want to see what you can do in the water first. Get in."

I pointed to the Atlantic side. Not the sound, where the water was flat and warm and gentle enough to forgive bad technique. The ocean side, where the shore break was already pounding a four-foot chop and the lateral current ran south at a knot and a half, visible as a dark ribbon in the green water if you knew what you were looking for.

She knew what she was looking for. I watched her eyes track the current, identify the rip channel, measure the distance between the break zone and the relative calm beyond it. She'd studied. Whatever she'd faked on her application, she'd compensated with research.

"Conditions?" she asked.

"Swim out past the break. Two hundred meters parallel to shore. Swim back through the break to the beach. I'll be in the water with you."

"And if I can't?"

"Then I pull you out and we have a different conversation."

She nodded. Stripped off her reef shoes. Walked to the waterline with the stride of someone approaching a firing squad, which is to say: without hesitation, because hesitation would mean admitting what was about to happen.

The first wave hit her at the knees. She waded through the wash without flinching. Thigh-deep, waist-deep, and then the shore break rose in front of her, a four-foot wall of white water, and she dove under it with a duck-dive that was technically perfect. Textbook. The kind of entry you learn in a pool, practicing against lane turbulence, where the worst thing that can happen is you surface into someone's backstroke kick.

She surfaced beyond the break. Struck out parallel to shore.

And there it was.

Her stroke was a thing of mechanical beauty. Efficient, symmetrical, powerful. Her catch was high and clean, her rotation precise, her kick a steady metronome that said I have done ten thousand laps and my body remembers every one. She was fast. Genuinely fast. The kind of fast that wins conference titles and earns scholarship money and makes coaches speak in reverent tones about natural talent, which is what people call the product of ten years of obsessive, grinding, lonely work when they don't want to acknowledge the suffering that produced it.

Then a swell hit.

It wasn't a big swell. Three feet, maybe three and a half. A rolling hump of green water that passed under her body and lifted her and set her down, the ocean's equivalent of a shrug. In open water, you ride it. You adjust your stroke timing, breathe to the trough side, and keep moving. It's the first thing any ocean swimmer learns.

Niamh Gallagher's body locked.

It lasted three seconds. Her arms stopped mid-stroke. Her head jerked up, eyes wide, mouth open. Her breathing went from rhythmic to ragged in a single inhalation. Her legs dropped, breaking the streamlined position, and for those three seconds she was vertical in the water, treading instead of swimming, her hands making the small frantic circles of someone who has forgotten that forward motion is survival and stillness is death.

Then she recovered. Ducked her head, resumed her stroke, pushed through the next swell without locking up. She completed the two-hundred-meter parallel swim. She turned and came back through the break zone with only a slight hitch in her timing when a wave caught her at the wrong angle and sent her tumbling for a quarter-rotation before she righted herself.

She walked out of the surf and stood in front of me with water streaming off her body and her jaw set in a line that dared me to say what we both knew.

"Your form's too clean," I said. "Pool swimmers panic different."

Her eyes flashed. "Different from what?"

"From people who've actually been in the ocean. Ocean swimmers adapt to the swell. Their stroke is uglier because it's responsive. Yours is beautiful and rigid. The second that water moved under you, your body didn't know what to do with input it hadn't been programmed for."

"I recovered."

"In three seconds. In a rip current, three seconds is thirty feet of drift. In a rescue scenario, three seconds is the difference between reaching a drowning victim and watching them go under."

She said nothing. The water ran down her face and dripped off her chin and she didn't wipe it away.

"You have two choices," I said. "I file a report with Commander Pruitt. Falsified credentials. You're removed from the program by end of day and you face potential fraud charges, because the application you signed was a federal form and lying on a federal form is a federal problem."

Her face went white under the freckles. Not fear. Something colder. The expression of someone who has calculated the cost of every possible outcome and found them all bankrupt.

"Or," I continued, "you train with me. Separate sessions. My schedule, my methods, my assessment. I bring you up to standard or I don't. But you do it on my terms."

"Your terms."

"0500 and 1900, daily. I design your progression. I decide when you're ready for group integration. I decide what Pruitt sees in your file."

"That's not training. That's control."

"Yes."

The honesty landed between us like a dropped weight. She stared at me. I held her gaze and did not look away, because looking away would have been a kindness I couldn't afford and she couldn't trust.

"You have until sundown," I said. "If I don't hear from you, I file the report."

I turned and walked up the beach. The sand was warming under my feet. In an hour it would be too hot to stand on barefoot. The sun was clearing the dunes and the light was turning from grey to gold and the air was already thick enough to wring.

I didn't look back.

She texted me at 1847. One word.

Yes.

I read it three times. I set the phone face-down on my kitchen counter and stood at my window and looked at the sound, flat and copper in the dying light, and I told myself that what I felt was professional satisfaction. A problem identified. A solution implemented. Control restored.

The lie was immaculate. I almost believed it.
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Remedial

Niamh

The dawn sessions started the next morning, and they were exactly as brutal as the word "remedial" implied, which was the point. Saxon Creed didn't soften his vocabulary to protect my feelings. He called the sessions remedial because that's what they were, and the humiliation of the word was its own form of pressure, a reminder that I was here on borrowed time, training on borrowed credentials, surviving on the borrowed mercy of a man who could end me with a single email to Pruitt.

0500. The sky was lavender and the air was already warm. Saxon stood on Dock 3 with two water bottles, a rescue board, and the expression of someone who had been awake for hours and considered my arrival an interruption to his solitude.

"Warm up. Sound side. Eight hundred meters, easy pace."

I swam. The sound was glass-calm, the water bathtub-warm, and the bottom was visible beneath me in the early light, sand and seagrass and the occasional shadow of a ray gliding away from my disturbance. No waves. No swell. No reason for my body to remember the thing it remembered every time the ocean moved beneath me.

Saxon paced me from the dock on a paddleboard. I felt his presence the way you feel a current, not by seeing it but by the way everything around you subtly reorganizes itself in response. His paddle strokes were quiet and economical. He didn't speak. He watched.

After the warm-up, he put me in progressively rougher conditions. The sound side near the inlet, where tidal flow created a mild current. Then the oceanside in the lee of a jetty, where the swell was damped but present. Each transition was calculated, deliberate. He was mapping my panic threshold the way an engineer stress-tests a bridge, applying force in increments until the structure showed its weakness.

I showed my weakness at three and a half feet of swell. Same as yesterday. The same invisible wall between what my body knew from the pool and what the ocean demanded of it.

"Again," he said.

I went again. And again. And again, until my arms felt like they'd been filled with concrete and my lungs burned with salt and exertion and the sun was fully up and the heat was pressing down on the back of my neck like a palm.

"Enough."

I hauled myself onto the dock and lay on my back on the sun-warmed planks, chest heaving. He crouched beside me and handed me a water bottle. His shadow fell across my face, and for a moment the relief from the direct sun was so intense I almost thanked him for it.

"Your threshold is consistent," he said. "That's good."

"How is a threshold good?"

"Because it means the panic is specific, not generalized. You're not afraid of the water. You're afraid of the water moving under you. That's a trainable response."

I sat up. The dock was already radiating heat through my rash guard. A bead of
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