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CHAPTER 1: THE CATAMARAN
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Marcus

The water in Nassau harbour was the wrong colour.

Not wrong, Marcus corrected himself. Just not a colour he had any reference for. It was the particular blue-green of shallow Bahamian water over white sand, and at eight-fifteen in the morning, with the sun still climbing, it looked almost artificial — like someone had adjusted the saturation on the world while he wasn't looking.

He stood at the port rail of the catamaran, forearms resting on the varnished wood, and let himself look at it. Not glance. Not register and move on, the way he'd trained himself to process information in meetings, in airports, in the endless scroll of reports that crossed his desk. Just look. The water moved in slow, muscular swells beneath the hull, and the light broke across the surface in fragments that reassembled themselves endlessly.

Four years. That was how long it had been since he'd stood still somewhere and watched light on water. He'd done the math on the flight from Atlanta, somewhere over the Florida Straits, and the number had sat in his chest like a small, cold stone. Four years without a real break. Without a week where his phone stayed dark and his attention belonged to him alone. The firm had survived — would survive — but the man who'd built it had started to feel like a function rather than a person. A set of decisions in a well-cut suit.

So here he was. Nassau. No itinerary. No agenda. Just the catamaran tour he'd booked from the hotel lobby yesterday afternoon because the concierge had said you'll see the reef, mon, you won't believe the reef with such unperformed enthusiasm that Marcus had nodded and handed over his credit card before he could talk himself out of it.

The boat was a forty-foot sailing catamaran with a faded blue canopy stretched over the centre deck, bench seating along both hulls, and a ladder platform at the stern that would lower into the water when they reached the snorkel site. She was called Island Girl, the name painted in white script across her transom, and she smelled of salt, diesel, and the faint coconut sweetness of sunscreen already beginning to bloom across her deck.

Marcus had been the first passenger aboard. He'd arrived at the marina twenty minutes early — old habits — and stood on the dock in the already-warm morning until a deckhand in faded board shorts had waved him aboard with an easy, "Come on, boss, make yourself at home." The deckhand's name was Theo, mid-twenties, with the lean build of someone who spent more time in water than on land. He moved around the boat with the unthinking grace of long familiarity, checking lines and stowing gear, and he'd left Marcus to find his own place along the rail without fussing.

That was the first thing Marcus noticed about the Bahamas: no one fussed. Not the hotel staff, not the taxi drivers, not the woman at the marina kiosk who'd pointed him toward the right slip with a jerk of her chin. There was a rhythm here that had nothing to do with efficiency or urgency. It was closer to the rhythm of the tide itself — inevitable, unhurried, unconcerned with whether you kept up.

He liked it more than he'd expected to.

The other passengers began arriving in twos and threes, crossing the dock with the slightly uncertain gait of people on holiday — sandals on unfamiliar feet, beach bags clutched against hips, the particular brightness in their faces that came from waking up somewhere and remembering you didn't have to be anywhere. Marcus watched them come with the detached interest of a man who spent much of his professional life reading people.

A couple in their fifties, clearly married a long time — she carried both their towels, he carried nothing, and neither of them seemed to notice the imbalance. A young woman with a professional-grade camera around her neck, already photographing the boat from the dock, her movements quick and purposeful. Two men in their late twenties who had the look of old friends on a shared trip, their conversation a low, easy back-and-forth that spoke of years of shorthand. A family of four — parents, two teenage daughters — the girls already sunburned across the shoulders in the way of people who'd arrived yesterday and hadn't yet calibrated how close they were to the equator.

Marcus catalogued them all without trying. It was a reflex, not a choice. In his line of work, understanding who was in a room was the first step to understanding what was about to happen in it. He let the reflex run and then, deliberately, he turned back to the water and let it go.

The morning heat was beginning to build. He could feel it through his shirt — a plain white linen button-down he'd bought specifically for this trip, because his wardrobe at home was suits and more suits and the occasional dark jeans, and he'd stood in his closet three days before the flight and realised he didn't own a single thing that belonged on a beach. The shirt was already too warm. He'd rolled the sleeves to his elbows an hour ago, and the sun was pressing against the back of his neck with a weight that felt personal.

He didn't move.

The water shifted from turquoise to navy where the harbour deepened toward the channel, and a small fishing boat was making its way out toward the open sea, its outboard a distant buzz. The air tasted of salt and something green — the scent of the islands themselves, vegetation and warm earth and the particular mineral quality of limestone weathered by centuries of tropical rain.

"Alright, everyone aboard?" The captain's voice carried across the deck from the helm station. He was a solid man in his sixties, white-haired and deeply tanned, with the kind of voice that had been shaped by decades of shouting over wind and engines. "We're just waiting on a couple more, then we'll cast off. Get comfortable, put on sunscreen, we've got about a forty-minute run out to the reef."

Marcus turned from the rail. The deck was filling now, passengers settling onto the bench seats, adjusting hats and sunglasses, the particular choreography of strangers sharing a small space. Theo was moving through them with a basket of snorkel gear, handing out masks and fins with a running commentary about fit and fog and don't worry if it leaks, just press it harder to your face.

Marcus took a mask and a pair of fins when Theo reached him. The rubber was warm from the sun, and it smelled of salt and the faint chemical tang of defogging solution. He set them on the bench beside him and went back to the rail.

And that was when she boarded.

She came up the short gangplank from the dock, and Marcus saw her before she was fully on deck — saw the top of her head first, dark hair pulled back simply, then the line of her shoulders as she stepped onto the boat with the unhurried confidence of someone who moved through the world expecting it to make space for her. She was tall, or tall enough, and she wore a wide-brimmed straw hat that shaded her face, and there was something in the way she paused at the top of the gangplank — a brief, still moment, a beat of orientation — that made Marcus's attention catch and hold.

She was not the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. That wasn't the word for it. The word was closer to self-contained. She moved like she knew where she was going even when she was arriving somewhere for the first time, and there was no performance in it. No glance around the deck to see who was watching. No adjustment of her posture to meet anyone's expectations. She simply boarded the boat, found a space along the starboard rail, and set down her bag — a simple canvas tote, no designer logo — with the same quiet certainty she'd brought up the gangplank.

Marcus looked at her for perhaps three seconds. Long enough to register the way the morning light caught the edge of her jaw, the particular stillness of her hands resting on the rail, the fact that she was looking at the water, not at her phone. Everyone else on the boat was looking at their phones. The teenagers were taking selfies. The woman with the camera was checking her settings. Even the older couple had produced devices from somewhere and were showing each other something on a screen.

The woman at the starboard rail was looking at the harbour.

Marcus turned back to his own section of water. He did not look at her again.

But he knew exactly where she was on the deck.

—
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The engines rumbled to life beneath the deck, a low vibration that travelled up through the soles of Marcus's feet. Theo and another deckhand — a woman with close-cropped hair and a tattoo of a sea turtle winding up her calf — cast off the lines, and the catamaran eased away from the dock with the slow, ponderous grace of a vessel designed for stability rather than speed.

The harbour opened around them. To port, the pastel facades of the Bay Street buildings — pink and yellow and white, the colonial bones of the old city still visible beneath the modern signage. To starboard, the cruise ship terminal, empty this morning, the enormous docks standing bare against the water. Ahead, the channel markers and the open sea, the water deepening through gradients of blue that Marcus still had no adequate names for.

The captain took them out past Hog Island — Paradise Island now, Marcus corrected himself, though the maps in the hotel lobby had used both names — and the massive resorts rose on the starboard side, Atlantis sprawling across the shoreline like a pink sandcastle designed by someone with an unlimited budget and a deep suspicion of restraint. The catamaran slid past it all, and the water grew deeper, and the shoreline fell away until they were surrounded by nothing but sea and sky and the distant green smudges of smaller cays on the horizon.

Marcus found a spot near the bow, out of the way of the other passengers, and let the wind do what it wanted with his shirt. The speed of the boat made the heat bearable — turned it from a weight into a current, something that moved across his skin rather than pressing down on it. He closed his eyes for a moment. Just a moment. The sun was red through his eyelids, and the sound of the hull against the water was a steady rhythm, and somewhere behind him the family's teenage daughters were laughing at something, the sound bright and unselfconscious in the way of people who hadn't yet learned to modulate their joy.

When he opened his eyes, the catamaran was passing a small island — barely more than a sandbar with a cluster of palms — and a single sailboat was anchored in its lee, its hull white against the impossible water. Marcus looked at it and felt something loosen in his chest. Something he hadn't known was tight.

He was here. He was actually here. Not thinking about being here while his phone buzzed with the next crisis. Not planning to be here while his calendar filled with meetings. Here, on this boat, in this water, with nothing expected of him except to be present and breathe and maybe look at some fish.

He couldn't remember the last time he'd felt that.
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The reef announced itself as a darkening of the water — a shift from the deep, clear blue of the channel to something greener, shallower, textured from beneath. The captain throttled back the engines, and the catamaran settled into a drift, and Theo appeared at the stern with the ladder platform, lowering it into the water with a splash that sent a small shower of droplets into the air.

"Alright, everyone!" The captain's voice, warm and carrying. "This is the reef. Water's about fifteen feet here, visibility's excellent. You'll see elkhorn coral, brain coral, plenty of fish. Stay within the marker buoys, don't touch anything — coral cuts get infected, and some of what's down there stings. Fins on in the water, masks on before you jump. Theo and Marina will be in the water with you. Any questions?"

The passengers were already moving, the particular excited scramble of people about to enter the sea. Marcus hung back. He pulled off his linen shirt — it was soaked through anyway — and folded it onto the bench beside his towel. The sun hit his shoulders with an intensity that was almost physical, and he made a mental note to reapply sunscreen before he went in.

The water, when he finally stepped off the ladder platform, was warm. Not the shallow warmth of a swimming pool but the deep, encompassing warmth of the tropical sea — a temperature that met his skin without shock, that welcomed him in rather than demanding he adjust. He floated for a moment on the surface, adjusting his mask, getting the seal right, and then he put his face in the water and the world changed entirely.

The reef rose beneath him in shelves and canyons of living stone. Elkhorn coral branched upward in shapes that reminded him of antlers, of winter trees, of things that belonged on land but had somehow learned to thrive beneath the surface. Brain coral sat in massive, grooved hemispheres, their surfaces etched with patterns that looked like thought made visible. And everywhere, everywhere, there were fish.

Blue tangs moved in small, nervous clusters, their bodies the colour of deep water. Parrotfish — some of them larger than his forearm — scraped at the coral with beak-like mouths, their scales a riot of greens and purples and electric blues. A school of yellowtail snapper hung in the current like a single organism, dozens of silver bodies shifting direction in perfect synchronisation.

Marcus drifted. He let the current take him where it wanted. His breathing, through the snorkel, was the loudest sound in the world — a steady, mechanical rhythm that became, after a few minutes, almost meditative. In. Out. In. Out. The reef spread beneath him, and the fish moved around him as though he were simply another feature of the landscape, unthreatening and uninteresting, and he found himself smiling around the mouthpiece of the snorkel.

This. This was why he'd come. Not for the reef specifically, but for this — the complete absorption in something outside himself. The absence of thought. The presence of presence.

He surfaced to clear his snorkel, and in the moment his head broke the surface — the world splitting back into air and light and the distant sound of the other snorkellers — he saw her.

She was maybe twenty feet away, floating face-down in the water, her dark hair fanning out behind her like something alive. She wasn't looking at him. She was looking at the reef, her attention fixed on something below — a sea turtle, Marcus saw, following the line of her gaze. The turtle was ancient and unhurried, moving through the water with a grace that made the fish look frantic by comparison. And she was watching it with a stillness that matched his own.

He didn't stare. He cleared his snorkel and put his face back in the water and continued his drift along the reef. But he was aware of her now — not watching her, not tracking her, just aware in the way you're aware of something that has entered your field of perception without your permission. She was there, in the water, and he was here, and they were not interacting, and that was fine.

That was the whole point.

When he surfaced again, ten minutes later, she was climbing the ladder back onto the boat.
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The return journey was quieter. The sun had climbed to its zenith, and the heat had settled over the deck like a blanket, and the other passengers had retreated into the shade of the canopy, their faces flushed and their energy spent. Marcus stayed at the rail, his shirt back on but unbuttoned, his skin still damp with seawater. The salt was drying on his arms in a fine white film, and he could feel the particular tightness of sun on his shoulders — not burned, but close. He'd need aloe tonight.

She was on
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