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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, power imbalance, explicit language, captivity, isolation, claustrophobia, drowning risk, grief, death of a sibling, environmental contamination, morally grey characters, and dark romantic dynamics. 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.

PLAYLIST

"Sweater Weather" — The Neighbourhood

"Movement" — Hozier

"ocean eyes" — Billie Eilish

"Swim" — Chase Atlantic

"Beggin for Thread" — BANKS

"Do I Wanna Know?" — Arctic Monkeys

"Apocalypse" — Cigarettes After Sex

"Summertime Sadness" — Lana Del Rey

"The Less I Know the Better" — Tame Impala

"Fade Into You" — Mazzy Star

"Work Song" — Hozier

"The truest intimacy is not what happens in the light.

It is what you reach for when you cannot see your own hands."

— Elara Voss, The Cartography of Drowning

For the ones who follow a voice into the dark

and find they were never lost.
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Prologue
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Before the Dark

She doesn't see me yet.

I've been standing in the tree line for eleven minutes, long enough for the mosquitoes to find the strip of skin between my collar and my jaw, long enough for the first sweat to bead along my spine beneath the dry-fit shirt that hasn't been dry since April. The expedition van crawls down the rutted access road throwing red dust into the air like a distress signal, and I watch it the way I watch everything that enters this place: with the clinical detachment of a man who knows exactly what lives beneath the surface.

Swallowtail Spring. My cave. My penance. Eight years of mapping every fissure, every restriction, every flooded passage in a system that stretches eleven documented miles beneath north-central Florida's limestone crust, and the parts I haven't documented yet are the ones that matter. The parts where my brother carved his initials into the rock before someone drowned him in the dark.

The van stops. The passenger door opens and a woman steps out.

I know her from the photo Margaux pinned to the corkboard in the dive shop three months ago. Tova Renn. Journalist. Published in National Geographic, Wired, The Atlantic. She covered the Deepwater aquifer contamination in New Mexico. She wrote a piece on illegal waste disposal in the Great Lakes that resulted in four federal indictments. My sister chose her the way a surgeon chooses a scalpel: for the specific shape of the cut she can make.

The photo didn't prepare me. Photos never account for the way a person inhabits space.

She stands beside the van and surveys the cenote like she's already composing her opening paragraph. Her gaze moves from the water to the tree canopy to the equipment staged along the limestone lip, cataloging, filing, assembling a narrative. Dark hair pulled back in a braid that hangs between her shoulder blades. Swimmer's build. Broad shoulders tapering to narrow hips, the kind of body that was designed for resistance against current. She lifts one hand and touches the hollow of her throat with two fingers while she reads the survey marker staked near the water's edge.

Something in my chest shifts. I ignore it.

Dex Holloway climbs out of the driver's side, all pressed khakis and field-researcher charm, and offers to carry her bag. She lets him. He says something I can't hear and she smiles, polite, performative, the kind of smile that does the work of engagement without costing anything real. I catalog that too. She's careful with her expressions. She gives people what they expect and keeps the rest locked behind that hand at her throat.

I should walk down there. Introduce myself. Play the role Margaux scripted: gruff local diver, knows the cave system, skeptical of journalists. All of it true. None of it complete.

Instead I pull the laminated map from the waterproof pouch at my hip and check the route one more time. The newly discovered passage that the expedition's geological surveys opened three weeks ago connects to a section of the system that the official records call unmapped. I know better. Leander mapped it. My brother swam those passages and carved his initials into the walls and found what someone buried beneath sixty feet of water and three hundred feet of limestone, and eight years ago they killed him for the discovery.

The official report said equipment failure. Regulator free-flow. An experienced diver who made a rookie mistake. Our mother believed it because believing it was simpler than the alternative. Margaux didn't believe it. Neither did I.

I fold the map along its familiar creases. The laminate is wearing thin at the center fold, soft as fabric from years of handling. This map is a reconstruction: Leander's original, rebuilt from fragmented dive notes that Margaux pulled from his apartment before the investigators cleared it. Every line is my brother's handwriting translated through my sister's memory and my obsession.

Down at the cenote, Tova Renn has stopped smiling at Dex. She's moved to the water's edge and crouched, her fingertips trailing the surface. The cenote is a nearly perfect circle of blue-green water in a depression of exposed limestone, ringed by live oaks dripping with Spanish moss. The water is 72 degrees year-round, spring-fed from the aquifer, and in the August heat it sends a faint mist into the heavy air like breath from a cold lung. She touches the water and brings her wet fingers to her lips. Tasting it. Testing it. The gesture is instinctive, intimate, and wrong for the setting. She isn't a tourist admiring a swimming hole. She's assessing terrain.

I've spent eight years reading caves. I can read her. She didn't come here for a science feature. She's here for the same reason I am, even if she doesn't know it yet. She's here for the thing that's buried.

The heat presses against my back like a hand. Cicadas drone in the live oaks with a sound like a circular saw cutting through humidity. The sky is a flat, pale blue that promises no relief, and the weather report on my phone this morning mentioned a tropical disturbance forming in the Gulf. Nothing urgent. Nothing that can't be managed.

I watch Tova stand, wipe her fingers on her thighs, and turn toward the camp. Her eyes sweep the tree line. For a fraction of a second her gaze catches exactly where I'm standing, and I don't move, don't step back, don't breathe. She holds the look. Then she touches her throat again, turns away, and walks toward the cabins.

She doesn't know what I need from her yet.

That's fine. The cave will teach her.

ACT I — DESCENT
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Surface Tension

The heat is the first thing. Not the scenery, not the cenote, not the cluster of canvas-roofed cabins squatting in the shade of live oaks like afterthoughts. The heat. It wraps around me the moment I step off the van like something alive and possessive, filling my lungs with air that's ninety percent water, pressing my tank top against my skin before I've taken three steps. Washington summers are miserable. Florida in August is an act of biological aggression.

"Gorgeous, isn't it?" Dex Holloway gestures at the cenote with the easy sweep of a man who's made this presentation before. He's the expedition's lead geologist, University of Florida faculty, and he looks the part: suntanned, articulate, field-casual in a way that probably took forty-five minutes in front of a mirror. "Swallowtail Spring. One of the deepest cave systems in the state. We mapped a new passage three weeks ago that we believe connects to a section nobody's documented."

"Nobody documented, or nobody published?" I ask.

His smile stays fixed but the muscles around his eyes tighten. A micro-expression. Half a second. Most people would miss it.

"Same thing, in geology," he says. "If it's not published, it doesn't exist."

I pull my notebook from my bag and write that down. Not because it's quotable. Because it's wrong, and he knows it, and the way he chose those specific words tells me something about the distance between what this expedition claims to be and what it actually is.

My editor at The Atlantic pitched this as a straightforward science feature: "Undiscovered cave systems in the Florida aquifer, new species potential, geological significance, twelve hundred words with photos." Straightforward. Except that three months ago, an anonymous source sent me a thumb drive containing classified geological survey data, military facility coordinates, and a single-line note typed in Courier: "The water is poisoned. Follow the caves."

I haven't told my editor about the thumb drive. Not yet. Not until I can verify whether the anonymous tip is credible or whether someone is feeding me disinformation to kill a legitimate story. Either way, standing at the edge of Swallowtail Spring in the suffocating Florida afternoon, watching the sun strike the water and turn it a shade of blue that belongs in a fever dream, I know this isn't a twelve-hundred-word feature.

The rest of the team is already here. Two graduate students from Dex's lab, a cave cartographer named Rivas who nods at me with the minimal courtesy of someone who didn't want a journalist along, and the dive instructor who will certify me for cave diving before I'm allowed underground.

I spot him last. He's standing at the equipment station near the water, hosing down a BCD with the precision of someone who washes dive gear the way other people pray. Tall. Lean in the way that comes from resistance, not deprivation. Sun-darkened skin at his neck and forearms, paler where the wetsuit would cover. His hair is dark, cut close, practical. His hands move over the equipment with an economy that borders on reverence.

"That's Cassian Voss," Dex says, following my gaze. "He'll be your instructor. He knows this system better than anyone alive. Bit of a local legend." A pause. "Bit of a difficult personality."

I drop my bag by the cabin Rivas points me toward and walk down to the equipment station. I believe in first impressions the way meteorologists believe in barometric readings: not as verdicts, but as data.

"Tova Renn," I say. "I'm the journalist."

He doesn't look up from the BCD. "I know who you are."

"Then you know I'll need dive certification before the exploration dives begin."

"I know what you need." He turns off the hose. Looks at me. His eyes are the color of the spring water, that pale grey-green that shouldn't exist in a human face. They assess me with the flat efficiency of a man who's decided something and is looking for reasons to revise his conclusion. "What's your certification level?"

"Advanced Open Water. Two hundred logged dives. I was a competitive swimmer through college."

"Open water is open water. Caves are different."

"I'm aware."

"Are you." He sets the BCD on the drying rack and picks up a regulator, checking the mouthpiece with his thumb. "Because the last journalist who came through here spent forty-five minutes in the cenote and had a panic attack at twenty feet."

"I won't panic."

His gaze drops to my hands. I'm not sure what he sees there, but his jaw shifts, a minimal recalculation. "Certification dives start at seven a.m. If you're late, I won't wait."

He turns his back and picks up another piece of equipment and I stand there in the colossal heat with sweat tracking down my sternum, watching the muscles in his forearms flex as he works, and I think: this man does not want me here.

I write in my notebook: Guide doesn't want a journalist. Why?

The rest of the afternoon dissolves into logistics. Camp orientation. Equipment inventory. Research protocols. Dex walks me through the geological survey data, the publicly available version, the one stripped of the classified sections that sit on my thumb drive back in D.C. He's good at this. He makes the limestone formations sound like a love story, tectonic plates separating over millennia, water carving its own cathedral. He asks me what angle I'm pursuing for my piece, and the question is casual but his eyes track my answer with the precision of someone filling out a risk assessment.

"I don't decide my angle until I've been underground," I tell him.

"Smart," he says. "Most journalists arrive with the story already written."

"I'm not most journalists."

He smiles. It's a warm smile, the kind that invites reciprocation, and I give him one in return because it's the path of least resistance and I learned a long time ago that the easiest way to investigate a person is to let them believe you're charmed.

Dinner is communal, cooked on a camp stove in the open-sided mess structure. Rice and beans and some kind of fish Rivas caught that morning. The graduate students are enthusiastic and slightly starstruck by Dex, who holds court with the easy charisma of an academic who's figured out that funding follows personality as much as publications. I listen. I eat. I catalog.

Cassian Voss sits at the far end of the picnic table and eats without participating in the conversation. He has a plate of rice, no fish, and a bottle of water he hasn't opened. He eats with his hands, tearing pieces of a tortilla and scooping the rice in practiced, efficient motions. Nobody speaks to him. He doesn't seem to notice. Or if he notices, the not-speaking is mutual, a boundary established so long ago that nobody remembers who drew it.

I watch him for too long. I know this because he looks up, catches me, and doesn't react. Doesn't smile, doesn't frown, doesn't look away. Just holds the look with those spring-water eyes like he's reading something written on my forehead, something I can't see but he can.

I break first. Look down at my plate. The fish is good. I focus on that.

After dinner I walk to the cenote alone. The light is dying and the water has shifted from blue-green to a deep teal that looks almost black at the center, and the mist rising off the surface mixes with the warm evening air and turns everything gauzy, indefinite. Tree frogs have started their chorus. Lightning flickers on the southern horizon, silent at this distance, illuminating clouds from within like X-rays of a bruised sky.

Florida is beautiful the way a predator is beautiful: all surface, all invitation, all danger underneath.

I crouch at the water's edge and touch the surface. Cool against the heat. Constant, spring-fed, indifferent to the season. Something about the temperature reminds me of a hand that doesn't flinch. Steady in a way the air can't manage.

When I stand and turn back toward the cabins, I catch movement at the equipment shed. Cassian, standing in the open doorway, watching me. He's been there long enough that I should have noticed. He doesn't look away. Doesn't smile. Just looks, like he's memorizing me for a report he hasn't written yet.

I walk to my cabin without looking back.

But I feel his gaze the whole way, steady and constant as the water.
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The Cartographer

I map caves. It's what I do. I have mapped eleven miles of Swallowtail Spring across four hundred and sixty-two dives over eight years, recording every passage, every restriction, every cathedral chamber and flooded sump with the compulsive precision of a man who believes that if he can know the shape of every darkness beneath the surface, the darkness above it might become navigable.

I also map people. Faster, less accurate, more useful in the short term.

Tova Renn, in the fourteen hours since she arrived: she sleeps with her cabin light on. She woke before dawn and ran the perimeter road in the dark, which means she's either disciplined or afraid of stillness, and given the way she sits at meals, the way her posture is composed but never relaxed, I suspect both. She carries a waterproof notebook she writes in with a pencil, not a pen. She doesn't check her phone compulsively. She doesn't flirt with the graduate students. She treated Dex's dinner charm with the perfect calibration of a woman who is accustomed to being pursued and has learned to manage it without either encouraging or offending.

And she watched me. At dinner, across the length of the picnic table, she watched me eat with an attention that had nothing to do with attraction and everything to do with assessment. I know the difference. Attraction looks at what it wants. Assessment looks at what it's trying to understand.

She's trying to understand me. That's a problem.

I'm hosing down the last of yesterday's gear in the equipment shed when Margaux's truck rumbles into the research camp's overflow lot. She kills the engine, slams the door with unnecessary force, and walks toward me with the particular stride of a younger sister who has decided that this conversation will happen whether I participate or not.

"She's here," Go says.

"I noticed."

"And?"

I hang the BCD on the drying rack. The morning is already brutal. Not yet seven and the air sits on my skin like a compress, heavy with moisture that the Gulf pumps inland every summer. The cenote exhales its cool breath thirty feet away, a constant 72 degrees rising into the 96-degree air, and the collision of temperatures produces a thin mist that clings to the limestone lip like gauze.

"She's sharper than the photo suggested."

Go leans against the shed frame and crosses her arms. She looks like our mother, which means she looks like Leander, which means looking at her sometimes costs more than I'll admit. Same dark hair. Same angle of the jaw. She runs the dive shop in Williston and she keeps a corkboard in the back office where she's tracked the contamination story for three years, a web of printouts and photographs and handwritten notes connected by colored string like a conspiracy theorist's fever dream, except every connection she drew turned out to be accurate.

"She's sharp enough to write the story," Go says. "That's the whole point."

"The point was always the story."

"But?"

I check the regulator's first-stage pressure. The O-ring needs replacing. I'll do it tonight. "She's asking questions about the geological surveys. Not the general ones. The 2018 survey. The classified data."

Go's expression doesn't change, but her weight shifts to her back foot. A tell I've been reading since she was twelve. "She already has the documents."

"Apparently."

"I sent them to her three months ago, Cass. That was the whole—"

"I know what it was." I set the regulator down harder than necessary. "I'm saying she's not going to be satisfied with the surface version of anything. She digs. She followed the aquifer contamination story in New Mexico for two years before she published. She's not a feature writer who parachutes in and writes color commentary. She investigates."

Go watches me with an expression I've seen before, the one she wore the first time I told her I was going back into the cave where Leander died. Careful. Worried. Certain she's right but afraid of the cost of being right. "That's exactly what we need."

"It's exactly what we need. It's also exactly what makes her dangerous."

"To Dex."

"To all of us."

A silence stretches between us. The cicadas are starting their daylight assault, a rising wall of sound that turns the air itself into something abrasive. In the cenote, the water is still. It's always still at the surface.

"You're her dive instructor," Go says. "She's your buddy pair for the deep exploration."

"I saw the assignments."

"I arranged them."

I look at her. My sister, twenty-nine, who has spent the last three years dismantling the lie that killed our brother, one thread at a time. She's not reckless. She's precise. But precision and recklessness can share a border, and right now she's standing exactly on that line.

"She's safest with you," Go says. "And you need a witness."

After she leaves, I sit in the equipment shed and spread the laminated map on the workbench. The fluorescent strip light overhead buzzes against the heat. A palmetto bug the size of my thumb navigates the wall behind the gear rack with the unhurried confidence of something that was here before the buildings and will be here after.

The map shows Swallowtail Spring's known extent: the main passage, the three major branches, the cathedral chamber that was the system's crown jewel until three weeks ago when Dex's team punched through a restriction and discovered a new corridor running northeast. The new corridor is what the expedition is here to explore. It's also what I've been waiting eight years to access.

I trace the route with my finger. The new passage runs toward a section of the system I've reached from a different angle on unauthorized solo dives. A section the official records call unmapped. A section where, on my third solo penetration four years ago, I found Leander's initials carved into the limestone wall of a dry chamber, and beside them, his backup light, corroded but unmistakable.

My brother was there. In the section the geological surveys call "unexplored." Years before the surveys. Years before the exploration. The survey data that Go pulled from the classified files tells the rest of the story: a military access tunnel connecting to the cave system, used for disposal of chemical waste from a Cold War-era testing facility. The waste was dumped into the aquifer through the cave. The disposal was illegal, unregulated, undocumented. Leander found the evidence. Someone found Leander.

Equipment failure. Regulator free-flow. That's what they wrote in the report.

I fold the map along its worn creases and slide it back into the waterproof pouch. The laminate is as soft as cloth at the center fold. I've been carrying this map for six years, since the night Margaux spread her reconstructed version of Leander's notes across the dive shop floor and we knelt there for three hours, tracing his handwriting, following his route, building the ghost of his last discovery.

The journalist arrived yesterday. The storm season is active. The new passage is open.

I'm running out of reasons to wait.

That night I sit on the dock that extends six feet over the cenote's edge and check the weather radar on my phone. The tropical disturbance in the Gulf has been upgraded to a tropical depression. It's tracking northeast, toward the Big Bend coast, but the outer bands will bring heavy rain to this part of the state within seventy-two hours. Nothing catastrophic. Nothing I can't work around. Florida cave systems flood regularly during storm season. The water rises, the visibility drops, but the structure holds. It has held for a hundred thousand years.

I close the weather app and sit in the dark, legs hanging over the dock's edge, bare feet six inches above the water. The cenote reflects the stars in its surface like a lens, and somewhere sixty feet below, the mouth of the main passage opens into blackness, waiting with the patience of something that has never needed to rush.

Tomorrow I begin certifying the journalist.

Tomorrow I start bringing her closer.

She's sharper than Go warned me. That's either an asset or a complication. I haven't decided which.
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Baptism

He's already in the water when I arrive at 6:58.

Two minutes early, and he's been here long enough that his hair is slicked back and his wetsuit is zipped to the sternum, the neoprene shining in the early sun like something alive. He's treading water near the cenote's edge with the effortless suspension of a man whose body has forgotten how to be uncomfortable in water. The morning is already thick with humidity, the air temperature pushing ninety by seven a.m., and the mist off the cenote wraps around the limestone lip like a living thing.

"You're late," he says.

"I'm two minutes early."

"I've been here since six." He says this without inflection. A fact. Not a complaint, not a competition. Just a man who has been in this water for an hour because the water is where he lives.

My wetsuit is a rental, slightly too large in the torso, and I fight with the back zipper for ten seconds before I hear him move through the water behind me. His hand closes over the zipper pull and draws it up in one smooth motion. His knuckles graze my spine through the neoprene, a line of pressure that starts between my shoulder blades and ends at the base of my neck. Clinical. Efficient. It registers in my body as neither.

"Today we cover buoyancy control, trim, and fin technique for overhead environments," he says, already moving toward the equipment staged on the limestone shelf. "Tomorrow, line-following and emergency procedures. Day three, a supervised penetration into the first two hundred meters of the main passage. You don't go deeper until I say you're ready."

"And if you don't say I'm ready?"

He hands me a tank. "Then you don't go deeper."

The cenote is sixty feet across at the surface, roughly circular, the water so clear that I can see the sandy bottom at the shallow end and the dark mouth of the cave entrance at the deep end, a shadowed opening in the limestone wall that looks like an open throat. The color is surreal. Blue-green at the edges where the sun penetrates, shading to a teal so deep at the center that it looks painted. The spring-fed water is a constant 72 degrees, and after the brutal surface heat, sliding into it feels like slipping into a different season. My skin contracts. My lungs fill easier.

"The cave doesn't care how brave you are," Cassian says, adjusting my BCD in the water with practiced hands. He checks my tank valve, my regulator connection, my backup light. His fingers move over the equipment with the precision of a surgeon prepping instruments. "It doesn't care how many dives you've logged or how fast you can swim. The only thing that matters down there is whether you can control your body in a space that doesn't want you."

"Sounds like most of my professional life."

His gaze flickers. Not a smile. Something adjacent to one, quickly suppressed. "Buoyancy first. Show me your hover."

I descend to fifteen feet and hold position. Neutral buoyancy in open water is muscle memory for me. I competed in college. I've been in the water since I could walk, since my father held me in the shallows of the Chesapeake and told me that if I could breathe in water I could breathe anywhere. I hover motionless, arms crossed, breathing slow and even, letting the BCD and my lungs do the work.

Cassian descends beside me. He observes from two feet away, close enough that I can see his eyes through his mask, that pale grey-green rendered almost luminous by the underwater light. He watches my fin tips, my body angle, my breathing rate. He reaches out and adjusts my position with one hand on my hip, rotating me three degrees to the right. His grip is firm, brief, impersonal. My hip remembers it.

He signals: follow me.

We move into the first passage. Not the main cave, just the entrance zone, where sunlight still reaches from above and the walls are wide enough for three divers abreast. The limestone is sculpted into organic shapes by millennia of water flow, ridges and undulations that look like frozen waves. Small fish scatter at our approach. The light from the cenote behind us paints the walls in shifting patterns, green and gold and shadow.

Cassian moves through the water the way I imagine whales move through the ocean: with a fluid, unhurried authority that makes the environment seem like an extension of his body. His fins barely move. His hands stay at his sides. He navigates by breath and body angle, rising and sinking with the precision of a barometer reading air pressure.

I'm good. I know I'm good. But watching him is like watching someone speak a language I've only read.

He stops at a restriction, a narrowing of the passage where the ceiling drops and the walls close in. The gap is roughly four feet wide and three feet tall, comfortably swimmable but tighter than anything in my open-water experience. He turns and faces me. His light catches mine and for a moment the cross-beams illuminate the space between us in a lattice of white and shadow. He signals: go through.

I go through. The ceiling brushes my tank. The walls press my shoulders. My breathing wants to accelerate and I don't let it. I think about my father, who said the trick isn't not being afraid, the trick is being afraid and letting it pass through you like water through limestone. I breathe. The restriction opens into a wider chamber. I surface in a pocket of trapped air and pull my regulator, and the air is warm, humid, heavy with mineral.

Cassian surfaces beside me. He pulls his own regulator and takes a breath of the pocket air. The sound of his breathing in this enclosed space is intimate in a way that open water never achieves. I can hear each exhale. I can hear the slight catch at the top of his inhale, a rhythmic imperfection so subtle I wonder if he knows it's there.

"You didn't panic," he says.

"I told you I wouldn't."

"Everyone tells me that."

"And?"

"Most of them are wrong."

He looks at me across three feet of water in a space small enough that his voice bounces off the curved limestone and comes back doubled, and I feel the assessment in his gaze like a physical weight. He's recalculating. Whatever equation he ran when he looked at my dive certification has been revised, and the new result is something he wasn't expecting.

"Same thing tomorrow," he says. "Longer penetration. Emergency drills. If you keep your head the way you kept it today, you'll be cleared for the exploration dive."

"Thank you."

He doesn't acknowledge the thanks. He replaces his regulator and descends without waiting, and I follow, and for the rest of the training dive he pushes me through three more restrictions, each narrower than the last. In the tightest one, my tank scrapes the ceiling with a grinding sound that vibrates through my teeth, and his hand reaches back and grips my wrist once. Tight. Steady. Two seconds of contact that say: I'm here. You're through it. Keep moving.

Then he lets go and the passage opens and I swim into clear water with my pulse in places I haven't felt it in years.

We surface at noon. The heat hits like walking into a wall of wet cloth. The limestone around the cenote radiates the stored morning sun back into the air, doubling the assault. I strip my wetsuit to the waist and sit on the limestone shelf with my feet in the water, the surface air scalding against my wet skin.

Cassian sits three feet away, doing the same. His wetsuit peeled down reveals a white T-shirt soaked through with cenote water, clinging to the lean architecture of his shoulders and chest. Along his left rib cage, visible where the wet shirt clings, a scar runs from his armpit to the bottom of his ribs. It's old, healed to a white ridge, and it's too long and too straight to be accidental.

"What happened there?" I ask, nodding at the scar.

He doesn't look down. Doesn't touch it. "Cave coral," he says.

I know what cave coral looks like. I've seen photographs. It produces small, irregular cuts. Not a twelve-inch linear scar.

I don't press. Not yet. But I write it down in my notebook alongside the other things I've collected today: the way he names certain passages under his breath, like a man revisiting rooms in a house where he used to live. The catch in his breathing that surfaces only in enclosed spaces. The grip on my wrist that lasted exactly two seconds, as if he'd calculated the minimum duration required to communicate safety and refused to exceed it.

The cenote is still. The heat is relentless. And somewhere beneath us
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