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​Chapter 1: The Promise
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The office air conditioner hummed at a frequency that made Samuel Kingsley's teeth ache. He sat at his desk, staring at the spreadsheet on his monitor without seeing any of the numbers. His right hand rested on the keyboard, but his fingers hadn't moved in over a minute.

He was thinking about the water.

He always thought about the water in June. It had been a year, but June still smelled like salt and sunscreen. June still sounded like the crash of waves against a shore he would never visit again.

Jason Cooper leaned over the cubicle wall, grinning. "Hey, Sam. Big news. I booked the trip. Miami Beach. Two weeks. You in?"

Samuel blinked, pulling himself back to the present. "What?"

"Miami. Beach. Sun. Cold drinks. I know you said you weren't interested, but I got a really good deal on the hotel. We can share a room, split the cost, it'll be great." Jason's smile was easy, friendly. He had no idea.

Samuel shook his head slowly. "I can't."

"Come on, man. You've been working nonstop for months. You need a break."

"I can't go to the beach." Samuel's voice was flat. No emotion. Just a door closing.

Jason's smile faded. "You're still weird about that, huh? The whole... thing?"

Samuel didn't answer. His fingers found the edge of his desk and gripped it.

"Look, I know you had a rough time last year," Jason said, lowering his voice. "But you can't avoid the ocean forever. It's just water."

It's just water.

Samuel felt something twist in his chest. He turned back to his monitor. "I'm not going. End of story."

Jason shrugged, defeated. "Fine. Suit yourself." He walked away.

Samuel sat motionless for a long moment. Then, slowly, he looked down at his right wrist. The watch was old — silver case, dark blue dial, a few scratches on the band. It had been a gift from Theo Merrick. His best friend since freshman year of college. The person who had pulled Samuel out of his first panic attack during finals. The person who had taught him how to surf. The person who had drowned last summer while Samuel watched from thirty feet away.

I tried to reach him.

The memory hit him like cold water. The rush of the current. Theo's arms flailing. Samuel swimming as hard as he could, his lungs burning, the distance between them growing wider no matter how fast he moved. And then — nothing. Just the surface of the water, smooth and empty, as if Theo had never been there at all.

Samuel squeezed his eyes shut.

I'm never going back.
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​Chapter 2: The Photo
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Two weeks later, Jason returned from Miami Beach tanned, relaxed, and full of stories. He gathered the office around the conference room projector and started clicking through his vacation photos. The usual sequence: hotel room, pool, margarita on the table, group shot with strangers, sunset.

Samuel sat in the far corner, pretending to check his email on his phone. He heard the laughter from the group, heard Jason narrating each photo with the same enthusiasm. He didn't want to see. He didn't want to be reminded.

"Sam! Get over here."

He looked up. Susan from accounting was waving at him. "Come on, you gotta see these. The water is incredible."

"I'm fine from here," Samuel said.

"No you're not. Get up." She said it with friendly insistence, and the rest of the group turned to look at him.

Samuel sighed, put down his phone, and walked over. He stood behind the group, not really watching the screen. Just going through the motions.

The slides continued. Beach umbrellas. A family building a sandcastle. A lifeguard tower.

Then Jason clicked to the next photo.

Samuel's breath caught.

The photo showed Jason standing in the middle of a crowd of people on the beach, a drink in his hand, his smile wide. But Samuel wasn't looking at Jason. He was looking at the background — the water behind Jason's shoulder, where a dozen people were wading in the shallows.

And one of them was Theo.

"Go back," Samuel said.

The room went quiet. Jason looked at him, confused. "What?"

"Go back to that photo."

Jason clicked back. Samuel stepped forward, his face inches from the projector screen.

The person in the background was walking out of the water. Wet hair plastered to the forehead. A gold-brown color that Samuel would recognize anywhere. The same build. The same way of holding the shoulders. The same blue swim trunks Theo had worn every time they went to the beach.

"That's Theo," Samuel whispered.

The group exchanged glances. Jason scratched his head. "Sam... Theo died. Last year."

"I know what I'm seeing."

"Maybe it's just some other guy," Susan offered gently. "The hair, the build—"

"It's him." Samuel's voice was certain. Hard.

He pulled out his phone and took a photo of the screen. "I'm taking this."

"Sam, wait—" Jason started, but Samuel had already walked away.

Back at his desk, Samuel pulled the image up on his monitor and zoomed in. The pixels smeared and blurred, but the face remained recognizable. He stared at Theo's expression. The mouth was slightly open. The eyes were looking directly at the camera — not at Jason, not at the crowd, but through them. At the lens. At whoever was taking the photo.

And for one terrible moment, Samuel wondered: If Theo was dead, who is that person walking out of the water?
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