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EPILOGUE

CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of captivity, psychological manipulation, survival under extreme conditions, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, power imbalance, physical danger, violence, dehydration, injury, dubious consent dynamics, morally grey characters, and dark, toxic attraction. 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

"Wicked Game" — Chris Isaak

"Where Is My Mind?" — Pixies

"Glory Box" — Portishead

"Islands" — The xx

"Summertime Sadness" — Lana Del Rey

"Do I Wanna Know?" — Arctic Monkeys

"Apocalypse" — Cigarettes After Sex

"Swim" — Chase Atlantic

"Cruel Summer" — Taylor Swift

"The Less I Know The Better" — Tame Impala

"Body" — Wet

"She came looking for the truth. I let her find just enough to make sure she'd never leave."

— Alistair Cray, The Architecture of Captivity

For the ones who'd rather drown than be saved by the wrong hands.

You'll understand by the last page why you held on.
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PROLOGUE

Blood in the Water

SERA
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THE ROPE BURNS THROUGH the skin of my wrist every time a wave lifts us.

I count the burns because counting keeps the panic from crawling up my throat and finishing what the ocean started. Seven. Eight. The salt finds each raw stripe like a tongue testing a wound, and I bite the inside of my cheek until copper floods my mouth because screaming underwater is just breathing in reverse.

Beckett's body slams against mine. His shoulder hits my sternum, and the air I was rationing punches out of me in a sound I don't recognize. Something animal. Something that belongs to the woman I was four minutes ago, the one who still believed the ceiling of his shack would hold.

It didn't hold.

The ceiling is somewhere in the Caribbean now, spinning with the corrugated panels, the rain cistern, the cot where he pinned my wrists above my head two nights ago and told me I was the worst thing that ever washed up on his shore. The whole island is gone. Not metaphorically. The surge took it. Thirty-seven acres of coral and scrub pine swallowed in eleven minutes, and the only reason I know it was eleven minutes is because I watched his watch until the water rose past his forearm and the dial went dark.

His left hand finds my hip under the surface. Fingers digging into the hollow above the bone, five points of pressure that have nothing to do with desire and everything to do with keeping my torso above the chop. He kicks. I feel the force of it travel through the rope that lashes us together, sternum to sternum, his rib cage grinding against mine every time the swell rolls.

"Stop fighting it." His mouth is against my ear. Not tender. Tactical. The way you'd speak to a horse you're trying to load into a trailer during a barn fire.

"I'm not fighting." My voice is saltwater and gravel. "I'm drowning."

"You're not drowning. I won't let you drown."

A wave breaks over us. Green water, not blue. Green means depth. Green means the seafloor is too far down to push off, and the surface is a suggestion the ocean keeps rewriting. I go under for three seconds, four, and his arm locks across my back with a force that compresses my lungs flat. When we surface, I cough until something tears in my throat, and his forehead presses against my temple. Hard. Like he's trying to hold me together through his skull.

"You called them." Not a question. He says it the way he says everything. Like a fact he already filed and decided to use later, when the damage would land clean.

I don't answer. My silence is louder than the wind, and we both know it.

I did call them. Forty-one hours ago, I found the radio he'd buried in a waterproof case under the generator platform. I pressed the transmit button and I gave coordinates to a voice I thought belonged to rescue, and the voice said copy, and I felt relief so pure it tasted like the first clean water he ever handed me on this rock.

That relief lasted nine seconds. The time it took for Beckett's shadow to fill the doorway. For his eyes to land on the radio in my hands. For his face to do something I'd never seen it do in twelve days of captivity.

Go blank.

Not angry. Not betrayed. Blank. The face of a man watching a detonation timer hit zero from inside the blast radius, already calculating that running won't change the math.

He took the radio. He removed the battery. He dropped both pieces on the sand and looked at me the way you look at someone who just signed your death certificate with your own pen.

"You have no idea what you just did."

I thought he meant the exposure. The end of his anonymity. His ghost life on this reef, finished by one journalist with blistered feet and a career to build.

I was wrong.

The people I called are not rescuers. The frequency was not Coast Guard. The coordinates I transmitted went to a server in Curaçao that routes to a man Beckett stole from six years ago, and that man does not send boats with paramedics. He sends boats with plastic sheeting and battery-powered saws.

Beckett told me this while he lashed us together with the climbing rope from his emergency kit. Told me with his hands steady and his jaw set while the barometric pressure dropped so fast my ears popped twice. Told me the way you'd read someone their sentence. Calm. Complete. No appeal.

I asked him why he was tying us together if we were already dead.

He pulled the last knot tight against my chest, checked it with two fingers, and looked at me with those grey eyes that I have catalogued in a thousand ways over twelve days, grey like galvanized steel, grey like the underside of a reef shark, grey like the sky five minutes before it tries to kill you.

"Because I don't die easy," he said. "And you don't get to die at all."

The hurricane hit seventeen minutes later.

That was four hours ago. Or six. Time has no unit of measurement when the world is nothing but water and wind and the body of a man you destroyed lashed to the body of a woman who thought she was saving herself.

His legs wrap around mine beneath the surface. Not intimacy. Hydrodynamics. Two bodies are more stable than one in a current, and he knows currents the way I know source documents. His chin hooks over my shoulder. His breathing is controlled, mechanical, four counts in and six counts out, and I match it because matching his rhythm is the only thing left that I'm capable of choosing.

"When the eye passes," he says, "we swim north. There's a sandbar a quarter mile out. It'll be above water for maybe forty minutes."

"And after forty minutes?"

"I figure something out."

"That's not a plan."

"It kept me alive for six years." His lips graze my ear. Not a kiss. An accident of proximity that my nerve endings refuse to interpret as accidental. "You're the one who wrecked it."

A piece of debris clips my calf. I jerk, and his arm tightens, and for one sickening second the rope twists and drags us both under. Darkness. Salt in my sinuses. His heartbeat against my chest, muffled and enormous, the only proof that the world still has a pulse.

We surface.

I gasp. He doesn't.

I look at his face in the grey absence of light, in the howling cathedral of wind and rain, and I see something I have no right to see and no language to name. Something beyond fury and beyond forgiveness. Something that lives in the space between I should let you drown and I will drag you to shore with my teeth.

His hand moves to the back of my neck. Fingers sliding through my soaked hair, finding the base of my skull, pressing there. A hold. A threat. A confession.

"When this is over," he says, and his voice is barely a sound, just vibration against my jaw, "you and I are going to have a conversation about what you cost me."

The wind screams.

I close my eyes.

Twelve days ago, I came to this island to find a ghost and write the story that would make my career. I found him. I found the story. I found the truth.

The truth is this: the most dangerous man I've ever met tied himself to me before the flood because dying alone was the one thing he wasn't willing to do. And the woman who betrayed him held on.

Hold on.

That's all there is now.

His body and mine. The rope and the salt. The storm and whatever waits on the other side of it.

I hold on.

ACT I

THE SNARE
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Chapter 1

Dead Reckoning

SERA
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THE MAN AT THE END of the dock has a speargun resting across his thighs, and he is not surprised to see me.

That's the detail that lodges in my chest before anything else. Not the gun. Not the sun-bleached boards under his bare feet, or the stripped-down outpost behind him that looks like something the ocean coughed up and forgot to swallow back. The fact that he heard my rented skiff cutting across the flat water from a mile out and chose to sit there, weapon across his knees, watching me approach with the patience of a man who has been expecting exactly this for a very long time.

I kill the engine twenty yards from the dock. Momentum carries me the rest of the way. The hull scrapes coral beneath the surface, a sound like fingernails on glass, and the skiff shudders to a stop against the pilings with a hollow thud that seems too loud for a place this empty.

Silence.

Not the kind of silence that happens between sounds. The kind that lives here. That owns this place. Insect hum, the low slap of water on rock, the creak of sun-warped wood. No engine noise, no voices, no evidence that the twenty-first century ever found this reef and decided to stay.

I push my sunglasses up into my hair. My fingers leave damp prints on the lenses.

He still hasn't moved.

"Beckett Lowe?"

My voice sounds wrong out here. Too clipped. Too much Manhattan in the vowels, too much air-conditioned office in the consonant precision. The humidity swallows the syllables before they reach him, softens them, makes them sound like a question I didn't intend to ask.

His eyes find mine. Grey. Not blue-grey, not silver, not any of the colors people use when they mean grey but want it to sound prettier. Grey. The color of a dock piling after three decades of salt water. Weathered and specific and completely without romance.

"No one by that name here."

His voice is the opposite of mine. Low, unhurried, roughened at the edges by salt or disuse or both. A voice that doesn't practice itself before speaking because there's no one to practice for.

I reach into my bag. His hand shifts on the speargun. Not lifting it. Not pointing it. Just reminding me that it exists and that his hand is on it and that the distance between his finger and the trigger mechanism is shorter than the distance between my bag and any weapon I might be carrying.

I pull out a photograph. Hold it up so the sun catches it.

Him. Six years younger. Clean-shaven. Wearing a suit that costs more than the skiff I rented. Standing outside a federal courthouse in Miami with a US Marshal on each side and a face that looks like it was carved from the same coral his island is made of.

He looks at the photograph the way you'd look at a picture of someone who died.

"That man doesn't exist anymore."

"The Southern District of Florida would disagree."

"The Southern District of Florida thinks I'm dead." He tilts his head. Studies me with an attention that has weight. Physical weight. I can feel it on my skin, pressing through the sweat-damp cotton of my shirt, cataloguing me the way I just catalogued his photograph. "Who sent you?"

"Nobody sent me. I'm a journalist."

"Same thing."

He stands. The speargun stays in his right hand, hanging at his side, casual as a walking stick. He's taller than the courthouse photo suggested. Leaner. Six years of living on protein pulled from the reef and water collected from the sky have stripped whatever softness the federal witness protection program allowed him. His shoulders are the dark brown of wood stain, the kind of tan that doesn't fade because it's not a tan anymore. It's a condition. His ribs are visible when he breathes. Not thin. Efficient. A body that learned to run on less because less is all there is.

A scar catches the light across his left side. Raised, silvered, jagged. It starts below his armpit and curves around his ribcage like a latitude line on a map that someone drew with a broken bottle.

"You need to leave." He says it the way he might say the tide's coming in. A fact. Not hostile. Not negotiable.

"I rented this skiff for three days."

"Turn it around. Go back to Charlotte Amalie. Fly home."

"I have questions."

"I don't have answers."

"Beckett."

"That's not my name."

He walks past me on the dock. Close enough that I smell him. Salt. Diesel. Something mineral underneath, like the inside of a cave, like stone that never sees sunlight. My nostrils flare and I hate that they do, hate that my body is collecting data my brain hasn't authorized, filing it in a sensory catalog that has no place in an investigative profile.

He walks toward the skiff. My skiff. The one I paid eight hundred dollars to rent from a man in Red Hook who looked at me like I'd asked to borrow his casket.

"What are you doing?"

He doesn't answer. He steps off the dock and onto the bow of the skiff with the sureness of someone who has boarded a thousand boats in a thousand different moods of the sea. His bare feet grip the fiberglass. He bends down. Opens the engine cowling.

"Hey. That's my rental."

His hand disappears inside the engine housing. I hear a click. A snap. He straightens up holding the fuel line, severed clean, diesel already dripping from the cut end onto the white hull.

I stare at the fuel line in his hand. At the diesel pooling in the bilge. At the engine that will never start again.

"You just stranded me."

"I just gave you a reason to stop asking questions." He steps back onto the dock. Tosses the fuel line into the water. It sinks without ceremony. "Your radio's next."

I feel the heat then. Not the sun. The other heat. The one that starts behind the sternum and spreads when the body registers threat before the mind catches up. Fight or flight, except there's nowhere to fight and nowhere to fly, because I'm standing on a coral reef in the middle of the Caribbean with a dead engine and a man who just disarmed my only vehicle with the bored precision of someone pulling the wings off a fly.

He's already walking toward the shack.

"There's a sat phone in the main building in Red Hook," he says, without turning around. "If you can get there."

I look at the water. Flat, turquoise, depthless. The channel between this reef and the nearest landmass is at least three miles of open ocean. I'm a competent swimmer. Three miles in open water with currents I can't read and a sun that's already raising welts on my forearms is not a competent swim. It's a death sentence dressed in Caribbean blue.

He knows this.

He knows exactly what three miles of open channel means to a woman in canvas sneakers and a cotton shirt, and he cut my fuel line anyway.

I grab my bag from the skiff. Camera, notebook, recorder, two water bottles, protein bars, sunscreen, and the six months of research that led me to this reef. Six months of FOIA requests, sealed court documents, a retired US Marshal with a drinking problem and a guilty conscience, satellite imagery, and one blurred photograph of a man buying fuel in Cruz Bay three years ago.

All of it pointed here. To this dock. To this man who isn't Beckett Lowe anymore and doesn't have answers and wants me gone.

I follow him up the dock.

The coral crunches under my sneakers. Dense, uneven, sharp enough to feel through the rubber soles. The landscape is brutal in its simplicity. Low scrub. A few wind-tortured palms bent permanently eastward. The shack, which is less a structure and more an argument between corrugated metal and tropical weather that the metal is slowly losing. A rain cistern on a wooden platform. A generator. A fish-cleaning station with a concrete slab stained the rust-brown of old blood.

Home, if you've given up on the concept.

He stops at the door of the shack. Turns. Looks at me with those flat grey eyes and I realize, with the clarity of a headline snapping into focus, that he isn't going to help me leave. He isn't going to call anyone. He isn't going to flag down a passing boat because there are no passing boats, because this reef doesn't appear on any charter map, because he chose it for exactly that reason.

"You've got two choices," he says. "Sit on the dock until someone comes looking for you. Could be a day. Could be a week. Depends on whether your rental guy files a report or drinks the deposit."

"And the second choice?"

He looks at my feet. My sneakers. Then back at my face.

"Behave. And I'll consider letting you sleep inside."

He goes in. The door doesn't close. It hangs open on one hinge, a rectangle of shadow in the white glare of the afternoon.

I stand in the sun. Sweat runs from my hairline to my jaw in a single unbroken line. The humidity is a wall. Not a metaphor. A physical structure that presses against my skin and refuses to let my lungs fully expand. I've been on this reef for eight minutes and my shirt is already translucent with sweat, plastered to my shoulders, to the line of my sports bra, to the small of my back where the fabric bunches against the waistband of my shorts.

I look at the open door.

I look at the dead skiff.

I look at three miles of blue water and I do the math that every woman does when the variables are a locked room and an unknown man, and the math says the locked room is survivable and the water is not.

I walk toward the shack.

The threshold is a concrete block sunk into coral rubble. I step over it. The shade hits me like a hand, sudden and physical, and my pupils take three full seconds to adjust. When they do, I see a cot. A camp stove. A shelf with canned goods and a row of plastic water jugs. A fishing rod. The speargun, now leaning against the wall by the cot. A shortwave radio on a makeshift table, its antenna bent at an angle that suggests it works intermittently and by force of will.

He's sitting on the cot. Watching me.

"Close the door."

"It doesn't close."

"Then stop standing in it."

I step fully inside. The shack is ten feet by twelve feet. I know this because I can see all four walls without turning my head. The ceiling is low enough that he'd graze it if he stood straight. The heat inside is different from the heat outside. Concentrated. Fermented. The air smells like metal and dried fish and the particular musk of a man who lives alone and has stopped apologizing for it.

"I'm going to sit down," I say.

"Floor."

I look at the floor. Poured concrete. Cracked. A centipede the length of my index finger crosses from one crack to another with the confidence of a resident.

I sit on the floor.

He watches me the way the ocean watches a boat. Patiently. With the full knowledge that time is on its side.

"Your name," he says.

"Séraphine Noël. Sera."

He repeats it without sound. Just his lips moving around the syllables, testing their shape. I watch his mouth do this and something tightens behind my navel that has no business tightening.

"Who knows you're here, Sera?"

I hesitate. The hesitation is a mistake. His eyes catch it the way a reef catches a hull.

"My editor."

"Name."

"That's not information I'm going to give you."

He nods. Not agreement. Acknowledgment. The nod of a man who just learned what he needed to learn, which is that my editor knows and that I won't give the name, which means the name is leverage and leverage means I'm not as reckless as he hoped.

"How long?" he says.

"How long what?"

"How long did it take you to find me?"

"Six months."

Something moves across his face. Fast. A shadow of something that could be respect or dread or the exact midpoint between them.

"Six months." He rubs the scar on his ribs. An unconscious gesture, his fingers tracing the ridge of tissue the way you'd run a thumb along the spine of a book you've read too many times. "And what do you think you found?"

"A man who testified against the Arellano network, entered WITSEC, and vanished eighteen months later. A man the US Marshals Service listed as deceased. A man who is very much alive on a coral reef that doesn't have a name."

"You found a ghost," he says. "Ghosts don't give interviews."

"I'm not leaving without the story."

His mouth does something. Not a smile. The memory of a place where smiles used to live.

"You're not leaving at all."

The words land. They land in the concrete under my palms and the sweat on my neck and the centipede now crawling toward my left hand with the blind determination of a creature that doesn't know what fear is.

He reaches under the cot. Pulls out a canvas bag.

"Give me your phone."

"No."

"Your camera."

"Absolutely not."

"Your recorder."

"Go to hell."

He opens the canvas bag and holds it out. Patient. The bag hangs between us like a contract.

"Everything with a lens, a microphone, or a signal," he says. "Or you sleep on the dock, and the reef sharks start circling at dusk."

I think about lying. I think about hiding my phone in my bra, my recorder in my boot, the micro SD card under my tongue. I think about every spy movie I've ever mocked and realize they were all documentaries.

He waits.

The centipede touches my hand. I don't flinch. He notices that I don't flinch. I notice him noticing.

I open my bag. I put my phone in his canvas bag. My camera. My recorder. My backup recorder. The power bank. My watch, because it has GPS.

He weighs the bag in his hand. Nods.

Then he looks at my feet.

"Your shoes."

The air in the shack changes temperature. I feel it on my arms, on the back of my neck, in the space between my shoulder blades where the sweat has gone cold.

"You can't be serious."

"Coral island. No shoes means no running. No exploring. No finding anything I don't want found."

"You're taking my shoes."

"I'm taking your ability to move without me."

I stare at him. He stares back. The speargun is three feet from his right hand. The door is six feet behind me and leads to a reef I can't walk barefoot and an ocean I can't swim.

I untie my sneakers. I pull them off. I hand them to him.

He drops them in the canvas bag with the rest of my life and ties the drawstring in a knot that looks nautical, precise, and permanent.

"Welcome to the reef, Sera." He slides the bag under his cot. "Make yourself comfortable."

I look at my bare feet on the concrete. At the door that doesn't close. At the three miles of water I can see through the gap where the wall meets the roof.

I came here to find a ghost.

I found him.

And he just made sure I can never leave.
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Chapter 2

Stripped

BECKETT
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SHE SLEEPS LIKE A WOMAN who doesn't trust the room.

On her side, knees drawn up, one arm tucked under her head and the other flat against the concrete, palm down, fingers spread. A grounding posture. The body's way of saying I know where I am. I'm ready. Even in sleep, even with her breathing slow and her mouth slightly open and her hair spilling across her forearm in a dark tangle that catches the last light leaking through the wall seams, her body hasn't forgotten that it's on a stranger's floor.

Smart. The sleeping position of a woman who has learned to protect her organs without being taught.

I sit on the cot three feet above her and watch the ceiling and think about the fuel line I cut.

Twelve minutes. That's how long the operation took, from the moment her skiff appeared as a white comma on the eastern horizon to the moment I severed the line and dropped it in the water. Twelve minutes to dismantle six months of her work and whatever thin margin of safety she carried with her to this reef. A competent timeline. Clean execution.

The execution isn't the problem.

The problem is that she's still here.

I should have let her keep the fuel line. Should have stood on the dock with the speargun and the silence and let her decide that this reef was empty, that the satellite image was wrong, that the blurred photograph from Cruz Bay was someone else. Should have been a ghost doing what ghosts do, which is nothing. Invisibility requires inaction. I learned that from a man who made people disappear for a living, and the lesson cost me a rib and nine inches of scar tissue and two years of dreaming about the sound a body makes when it hits water from forty feet.

Instead, I sat on the dock. I let her see my face. I spoke.

The first rule of being dead is to stay dead, and I broke it because a woman with sharp eyes and a rented skiff came looking for a man I used to be, and something in me answered before the protocol kicked in.

That something needs to be dealt with.

I look at her again. The light is almost gone now. Dusk on the reef lasts eleven minutes. Not the slow, theatrical sunsets the Virgin Islands sell to tourists. Here, the sun drops behind the western water like a coin into a slot, and the dark comes in hard and fast, a curtain pulled by a hand that doesn't care about ambiance.

In the last of the light, I catalog her.

Late twenties. Five-six, five-seven. The build of a woman who runs but doesn't lift, narrow shoulders and long tendons in her forearms that tighten when she grips things. Her hands are interesting. Short nails, no polish, a callus on the middle finger of her right hand where a pen has pressed for years. Journalist's hands. Hands that type and scribble and grip recorders and don't know how to gut a fish or splice a line or dig a splinter from coral-cut skin.

Her feet are interesting too, now that they're mine.

Narrow, pale. The soles are soft. Office-floor feet. Sidewalk-and-subway feet. Feet that have never touched coral without a quarter inch of rubber between them and the reef, and that now belong to me in the most practical sense possible because without shoes on this island she can't walk farther than the dock without bleeding.

I didn't take her shoes to be cruel. I took them because cruelty has a purpose when the alternative is a front-page photograph and a bullet in my temple. She'll understand that or she won't, and either way she'll stay where I can see her until I figure out what to do with her.

Her bag is under my cot, along with her shoes and every piece of technology that could transmit a signal. I checked the bag twice after she fell asleep. Phone, camera, digital recorder, backup recorder, power bank, GPS watch. No sat phone, which means she expected a three-day trip and planned to check in by radio from the skiff. When the rental shop in Red Hook doesn't hear from her, they'll wait a day, then maybe two. Then they'll file a report with the Coast Guard, who will search the wrong coordinates because the rental guy doesn't know where she went. Nobody knows where she went, except
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