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Ocean's Grasp


The sea keeps its secrets—until it doesn’t.

After her fiancé vanishes on a remote reef island, Janna White follows the sea’s pull into a hidden truth that tests love, loyalty, and where she belongs.

Two weeks on a private Great Barrier Reef island was meant to be the beginning. By dawn of the second day, Janna White’s fiancé is gone—swallowed by a calm sea that leaves no trace. The search ends. The condolences begin. But grief won’t hold where the tide keeps calling.

Drawn back to the island that took him, Janna follows a thread of mystery beneath turquoise water and moonlit beaches into a truth stranger than any story ever written. What she discovers will ask everything of her—love, courage, and the shape of home itself.
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Chapter One

​

THE HELICOPTER LIFTED away from Gladstone, Queensland, with a thudding beat that rumbled through Janna’s bones and settled in her throat. Below them, the city reduced itself to a scrawl of streets and roofs and then surrendered to blue—first a calm slate, then a banded spectrum of turquoise and indigo as the Great Barrier Reef unveiled its slow-moving mysteries beneath them. Sun skittered on the surface in silver shards. Janna thought she could almost see the coral gardens, soft, branching, pale, rearranging the ocean’s light.

Andy held her hand as if the altitude might dissolve her. He kept glancing at her, his eyes bright with the particular delight of someone who’d planned something and watched it land exactly as he hoped. Every time she moved, the white-gold band on her ring finger glittered, a tiny starburst that made her chest ache in the nicest way. Last night, he’d asked her to marry him in their small hotel room in Gladstone, with the kind of courage that looked a little like fear, his voice rough and hopeful. She’d answered yes through tears and laughter because there had never been any real question.

He squeezed her fingers now, a warm pulse. “Still all right?”

She turned her head to him, the headset slightly askew, and smiled. “Still the best yes I’ve ever given.”

His mouth curved, and the worry melted out of his features in a way that always made her love him more. He touched his forehead lightly to hers, a brief press through plastic and air, then looked down again, past the glare, into the water with a focus that seemed to sharpen his whole face.

Heron Island rose out of the reef like a held breath. From above, she saw a slim run of powder-white sand swaddling low green palms and casuarinas and the neat pitch of roofs. The helicopter nosed down, its blades beating the heat, and settled with a shiver onto mowed grass. When the doors swung open, warm air came in like the surf, salt-sweet, sun-heavy, alive with the sound of seabirds. Their calls layered the atmosphere into a bright, unwavering chorus.

On the ground, the brightness felt almost edible. They walked toward the ferry dock along a short path of crushed shells, luggage light by design, and Andy’s hand at her elbow. The ferry waited, a sturdy vessel with sun-faded paint and seating open to the breeze. The deck smelled faintly of sunblock and rope. Staff greeted them with easy smiles. There was nothing rushed here. The minutes slid by the way warm water slid off a smooth rock.

They took seats at the bow. As the ferry pulled away from Heron, the ocean cleared, and Janna saw the bottom bloom into full focus. Coral knuckles and fans. Slices of sand bright as cut bone. The shadow-scrawl of a sea turtle passed beneath them with the serenity of a pilgrim. Silver schools of fish broke in jittery light. It felt impossible that the world could be this transparent, that depth could look like the sky turned inward.

Andy leaned forward over the rail, as hungry as a child at a sweet-shop window. “It’s calling to me,” he murmured, not quite to her.

She turned. “What is?”

“The water.” His smile answered her before the words did, but the smile was newly private, as if he was listening to something she couldn’t quite hear. “Always the water.” Then he seemed to catch himself and glanced at her with a flash of mischief. “And you.”

She threaded her arm through his, steadying both of them. “Good answer.”

They rode that way, shoulder to rib, until Wilson Island appeared like a secret kept at the corner of the reef. It was smaller than she expected, more delicate. A crescent of sand curved like a sleeping moon, tufted by palms and framed by low, darker trees, the whole thing ringed by a narrow lip of foam that traveled its perimeter, disappearing and reappearing. Nine canvas roofs gleamed among the greenery, discreet and separate. A single pavilion opened to the sea like a held-out hand. A wooden jetty forked into turquoise water so clear the pilings looked like they were stuck in the sky.

“This is it,” Andy said. His voice had lowered the way voices sometimes do in churches and in the presence of art. “Our island.”

The ferry bumped against the jetty, and lines were cast, easy as breathing. Sand took her bare feet like memory. A host met them, barefoot, sun-browned, with a wide, unforced smile, and walked them down a narrow path that weaved through the trees. Introductions came softened and practical rather than performed. No Wi-Fi, no TV, nothing to distract them from the water and wind. A maximum of twelve guests were now allowed, although the island usually accommodated eighteen, with nine glamping tents spaced for privacy among casuarinas and pandanus.

The amenities block was positioned to minimize the impact on the land, and each couple was assigned their own private shower with toiletries. Four shared toilets, more bath and beach towels than they could possibly use, and reef-safe sunscreen piled like treasure in the communal nook. Cooler bags they could fill with food and drinks whenever they pleased, and a dining pavilion where meals arrived around 8 am, noon, and 7 pm, with the much-whispered grazing platter served near 5 pm. 

“If you want,” their host said, his chin tipping toward the tents, “we’ll take anything, breakfast, dinner, a platter, right to your deck. Or a picnic to go. The chef loves a challenge.” The off-grid system, he added, was solar. The island gave, and they listened.

Tent Seven had them the instant they saw it. The deck sat a step above the sand, angled toward the reef. There was a cooler, its contents clinking with ice, featuring wine, fruit, and a plate of chocolate-dipped strawberries as glossy as lacquer, and a pair of chairs drawn up beside a small round table like they’d been interrupted mid-conversation. A hammock hung between posts, its shadow swaying slowly on timber as if with its own mind. Inside, the king-size bed gleamed under veils of light netting, the linen crisp as a new blank page. A woven basket held umbrellas, a torch for night walks, USB chargers, and folded towels with the faint clean scent of the sun. The ceiling fan whispered when they pulled the cord. 

“This isn’t camping,” Janna said.

“Glamping,” Andy corrected, taking her by the hips from behind and drawing her back into him, his chin warm on her shoulder. “Glamorous camping. Our first home together.”

The words struck distinct and bright, like the ring had when it first touched her finger. She reached up and touched his jaw, the smoothness just beginning to roughen with the passing of the day. “Our first,” she said. “Not our last.”

They did the small things first, the ordinary rituals that make a place yours, sandals nudged beneath the bed, sunglasses set inside the woven bowl on the table, the towel folded over the deck rail to learn the wind. They stood together at the edge of the deck, their glasses raised, while the ocean rolled and breathed. With each breath Janna took, the tightness inside her, work fatigue, the habit of hurry, all the tiny jaggedness of city life, wore a little smoother at the edges.

The afternoon was theirs to do with as they pleased. They lay in the hammock with a plate balanced between their knees, the grazing platter a bounty of colors and brine...soft cheeses that smudged the knife, curls of smoked fish, caper bits that popped with salt, and rounds of fruit that dripped cold sweetness down their fingers. He fed her, and she laughed, feeding him back until the plate held only crumbs. Birds coasted above like bits of torn paper. The air was warm and blessedly heavy. Each time the island wind shifted, new scents came, dried palm fronds, warm wood, the clean mineral breath of the surf. Every sense felt slowed, shot through with gold.

They wandered the beach before dinner, the sand squeaking underfoot in that way only very fine sand does. Far down shore, a darker slope carried faint impressions, turtle tracks, she realized—the staggered, alternating drag of flippers to and from the water. A tight ripple traveled through her, not fear precisely, but awareness that the place moved according to rules older than her own.

They bathed in their assigned shower, a small, unexpected joy with steam clouding the mirror and the gentle scent of the island’s body wash clinging to their skin. They dressed light and drifted toward the pavilion with the rest of the day’s twelve guests, the path lit now by the softer colors of evening. Lanterns burned in glass. The pavilion’s ceiling beams trapped the last of the sun’s heat and let it go in a slow rumor.

Dinner did what good food always does in a small place. It turned strangers into easy conspirators. The chef, sleeves rolled, brought plates and then more plates, narrating only what mattered. Reef fish with lime butter and a char you could hear as your fork landed, vegetables roasted until their own sugars opened, and a cake that evacuated every last spoon at the table. Wine moved like a tide. Janna sat flanked by warmth, other people’s stories, laughter that built and receded, the clink of cutlery at a pace that never hurried.

Andy threaded their knees together beneath the table, his attention falling inevitably back to her whenever conversation spread too far, a soft gravity she’d always loved. Every so often, his head tilted toward the sea and then returned, like the way a sleeper accepts and rejects a dream.

They left early, earlier than they might have at home, the lantern in Andy’s hand and the long dark sky polished with stars. The sand now felt cool against their feet. The water wore the moon and returned it in fragments. The island, for all its tiny size, seemed to grow after dark. Edges dissolved. The night lifted the pavilion’s lantern light into its own sky.

“Midnight swim,” Andy said, saying midnight as if it meant permission rather than time. It wasn’t midnight, not yet, but the word wrapped the hour with a thrill.

She looked toward the shore. The surf unfurled in quiet stitches. A low hush, constant and inarguable. “Is that safe?”

He was already undoing buttons, the sound small and decisive. He stepped out of his shorts and removed his shirt, the moonlight turning his shoulders silver, and she felt the small, private swell that was part pride and part hunger. “Safer than anything,” he said, and his grin, the one that had charmed her on their second date and enraged her once when he swam too far without calling back, flashed out like a match. “I’ve got you.”

He always did. She followed, slipping into the water with a gasp as cool closed around her thighs, her waist, her ribs. The ocean held her as if it remembered how. The salt found her lips and brows and the corners of her eyes. The reef beyond hummed with a life she could feel but not name. Andy cut forward with the ease of a seal, his muscles clean and sure beneath skin. Each time he vanished under, something in her ribs caught, even now, even in this safe, shallow, moonlit margin, and then released when he rose again, wet hair slicked back, his voice bright with joy.

“Here,” he said, treading. “Come here.”

She did. The water slid between them, soft as breath. He kissed her, salt-sweet, and she tasted it all at once, the place, the day, the certainty of saying yes. When they touched ground and the sea fell back, their breath almost felt too loud for the night.

They stumbled to the tent, half wrapped in towels and laughter. Inside, the dark was soft and close. The breeze lifted the netting around the bed in slow swells. Shadows shifted on canvas walls the way clouds cross fields. The low lamplight set his skin in gold. He closed the flap against the night like someone who knew that shutting out even a little of the world could make what remains feel private.

He kissed her again and again, long once they were already breathless, short and laughing when her hair caught in his fingers and she had to pull it free. The heat that had threaded through the day now gathered. She felt herself leaning toward it the way small things lean toward the sun. His hands knew her. This part still astonished her, that two people could learn each other’s edges and still be surprised by how new it felt each time. He lifted the covers like a curtain parting and drew her beneath.

What passed between them had weight and urgency. It wasn’t the dazzle of a first time nor the ease of old habit...it was the confident, tender claim of two people who’d just said we will, and meant always. Janna felt the map of him under her palms, the steady planes of chest and shoulder, the familiar notch where her fingers always paused, the strong lines that, tonight, seemed charged with the same low rhythm as the ocean outside. He moved over her in a way that made time loosen its fingers. The heat rose and fell, then rose again. The reed-thin sighs of the wind sounded like applause in the canvas. She closed her eyes and let sensation locate her in a body that, for once, asked only to want and be wanted.

When her breath broke, she pressed her forehead to his, as if the place where their skin met could carry a message from bone to bone, and he answered by softening and then deepening until she thought she would fly apart. He said her name like a benediction. She found his name, too, and it felt like a promise spilling into the dark. The world narrowed to pulse and warmth and the perception, almost superstition, that each wave beyond the tent echoed the hush in her blood.

After, they lay folded into one another in the quiet triumph of shared exhaustion, the kind that made her limbs feel not heavy but precisely placed. The air moved. Somewhere distant, a bird cried and another answered
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