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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, captive dynamics, grief, parental death, deception, forced proximity on open water, power imbalance, explicit language, morally grey characters, and dark attraction built on guilt and inheritance. Barrett Crowe is not a safe hero. He is a man who disables a radio, traps a woman on his boat, and calls it the only honest thing he's ever done. The ocean in this story does not forgive. Neither does he. If dark water and darker intentions aren't your thing, this isn't your book. Reader discretion is advised.

PLAYLIST

"Work Song" — Hozier
"Apocalypse" — Cigarettes After Sex
"Ride" — Lana Del Rey
"Beggin for Thread" — BANKS
"Fade Into You" — Mazzy Star
"Skinny Love" — Bon Iver
"Let It Happen" — Tame Impala
"Sweater Weather" — The Neighbourhood
"Kill Bill" — SZA
"Sunlight" — Hozier
"Swim" — Chase Atlantic
"Ocean Eyes" — Billie Eilish

"The ocean doesn't forgive. It holds. It keeps. It swallows the ones you love and gives back salt and silence. If you're lucky, it gives back something else. Something you didn't go looking for. Something that breathes."

— Margaux Voss, The Architecture of Tides

For everyone who fell in love with the wreck instead of the rescue.
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PROLOGUE

The Weight of Water
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MY FATHER KILLED A man with a wrench and the Gulf of Mexico, and he waited until his liver was the color of old rope before he told me about it.

Tuesday. Three a.m. Islamorada. The house smells the way it's smelled since my mother left: bourbon, low tide, and the particular sourness of a body that's forgotten how to process anything but regret. I'm sitting in the chair I've been sitting in for nine days, the vinyl one from the kitchen that sticks to my thighs in the heat because the AC died in April and Judson Crowe doesn't fix things anymore. Judson Crowe hasn't fixed anything in eight years.

The hospice nurse left at midnight. She touched my shoulder on the way out and said, "It could be tonight." I nodded the way you nod at weather forecasts. Information received, no action required. My father is dying and I've known it for six months and the knowing hasn't done a single useful thing to prepare me for the sound of his breathing, which is wet and shallow and reminds me of water draining through a cracked hull.

He grabs my wrist.

His hand weighs nothing. I've watched this man haul a three-hundred-pound marlin over the transom with those hands, watched him crack a coconut bare-palmed on the dock when I was seven and thought he was God. Now his fingers are yellow and thin as fish bones, and they close around my arm with all the force of something falling.

"Barrett." My name in his mouth sounds like a confession he's been rehearsing.

"I'm here."

"The Kade man."

I lean forward. The chair squeals on the linoleum. Outside, the Harrow rocks at the slip, her lines creaking in a rhythm I've been sleeping to since I was old enough to sleep on a boat, which is earlier than I was old enough to sleep in a bed. Somewhere in the mangroves a heron screams. The clock in the kitchen reads 3:14. I will remember this number for the rest of my life.

"What about him?" I say.

Harlan Kade. Marine biologist, Keys native, obsessive and brilliant and dead. He disappeared eight years ago on a research dive forty miles south of here. The Coast Guard searched for three days. They found his boat adrift, his gear on the deck, no body. The current took him, they said. Accident, they said. The ocean does that sometimes. It takes a man and offers no explanation and the people left behind build a funeral around an absence and learn to call it closure.

My father's eyes are open. They haven't been open in two days, and the yellow in them is so complete it erases whatever color they used to be. He looks at me the way a man looks at the thing he's about to hand over, the thing too heavy to carry into whatever comes next.

"I did it, Barrett."

The heron screams again. Or maybe it's the same scream, still going, stretched across the dark like something torn.

"Did what."

"The engine." His fingers tighten. I feel each bone through the skin. "I pulled the coupling bolt. On the through-hull. So we couldn't leave."

The room doesn't change. The heat doesn't shift. The bourbon smell doesn't lift or intensify. Everything stays exactly the same, and that's the part I'll never forgive, not him, not the house, not the night. That you can hear a thing like this and the ceiling fan keeps turning.

"You disabled the engine," I say. My voice sounds like mine. I wish it didn't.

"He wanted to file. With the feds. The marine heritage thing. He was going to hand over the site, Barrett. The wreck. Everything we found. And they would've come with their divers and their permits and they would've found what I'd been taking."

Salvage. Illegal, unregistered, unreported. Artifacts from a wreck site my father and Harlan Kade discovered together, somewhere in the backcountry reefs south of the Lower Keys. Harlan wanted to protect it. My father wanted to sell it. Two men, one reef, and a disagreement that ended in the water.

"I just wanted to strand us long enough to talk him out of it. One night. Just one night, Barrett. But the storm came."

I know this part. Everyone knows this part. The squall line that swept through the Straits on September 14th, eight years ago. Winds gusting fifty. Six-foot seas in the shallows. The kind of weather you don't survive without an engine.

"He went over the side to fix it." My father's voice is a scraping thing now, a sound that's forgotten how to carry meaning and is running on momentum. "He figured it out. What I'd done. He looked at the bolt in his hand and he looked at me, and he went into the water anyway. To fix it. Because that's who he was. He would rather drown fixing what I broke than sit on my boat and wait for the Coast Guard."

The clock ticks. 3:17. Three minutes. An entire man's death, folded into three minutes of a dying man's confession.

"The current was running north at four knots. I'd anchored wrong. I didn't know the bottom there. He went under at the stern and the current pulled him south and I couldn't." He stops. His chest heaves once, a sound like canvas tearing. "I dove in. I swear I dove in. I looked for him for three hours in the dark. The water was black, Barrett. I couldn't see my own hands."

I don't move. My wrist is in his grip and my body is in the chair and my mind is somewhere above us, looking down at this scene the way you look at wreckage from a bridge. Two men in a room that smells like failure. One of them dying. The other learning that the word "father" has a new meaning now, a meaning that includes a man at the bottom of the Gulf and a wrench with a missing bolt.

"You searched for three hours," I say.

"Yes."

"And then you went back to the dock."

"Yes."

"And you told the Coast Guard it was an accident."

"Yes."

"And you've been sitting in this house for eight years drinking yourself dead because you couldn't say what you just said to me."

His fingers release my wrist. The skin where he held me is damp with his sweat, and I can feel his pulse fading in the residue, the last heat of a man who is about to become a different kind of weight.

"His daughter," Judson whispers. "Zephyrine. She was nine."

I close my eyes. Nine years old. A girl with a father who left on a boat and never came back. A mother who waited. A house that slowly filled with an absence so large it became the only furniture that mattered.

"Where's the site?" I ask.

He tells me. Numbers. Coordinates. Latitude and longitude spoken in a voice so thin it sounds like a frequency, something you'd need equipment to capture. I don't write them down. I don't need to. They brand themselves into the tissue behind my ribs, hot and precise and permanent. I will tattoo them there later, when the funeral is done and the house is empty and I need something that hurts in the right place.

Judson Crowe dies at 4:41 a.m. on a Tuesday in July, in a house in Islamorada that smells like bourbon and low tide and the absence of every good decision he never made. I sit with him for an hour after. The fan turns. The heron is quiet. The clock counts minutes that no longer belong to him.

At dawn, I walk to the dock. The boat rocks at her slip, the name on the transom catching the first light: Judson's Pride. I step aboard. The teak is warm under my bare feet, already absorbing the sun that hasn't fully risen. In the cabin, in a drawer I haven't opened in years, I find a diving knife with the initials H.K. engraved on the handle. Harlan's. My father kept it. Of course he did. Guilty men keep trophies the way saints keep relics, pressing them against the wound to check if it still bleeds.

I hold the knife. The handle is salt-corroded, the blade still sharp. I run my thumb along the initials and feel the grooves the way you'd feel Braille, reading a dead man's name with the skin of my hands.

I don't throw it overboard. I lock it in the cabin.

I renamed the boat that summer. Stripped the old letters off the transom with a heat gun and a scraper, working in the August sun until my shoulders blistered. I painted the new name myself, freehand, black on white, in letters that looked like something scored into wood.

Harrow.

Something that breaks ground. Something that turns up the buried things.

I didn't know, standing on that dock with paint under my fingernails and a dead man's knife in my cabin and a dead man's coordinates burned into my ribs, that she would come. That she would book my boat under a name that wasn't hers, with a credit card that didn't match, and step aboard with her father's jaw and her father's scar and a braid that hung over one shoulder like a line I'd spend seven days learning not to pull.

I didn't know Zephyrine Kade would find me.

But the ocean gives back what it holds, eventually. I should have known. I've lived on the water long enough to understand that tides don't forget. They just wait.

And what the Gulf owed the Kade family walked onto my boat on a Monday in July, barefoot, sun on her collarbones, fury in her eyes that she thought looked like calm.

I knew better. I know what a current looks like when it's about to drag you under.

I let her aboard anyway.

ACT I

BAIT
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CHAPTER 1

The Booking
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I GAVE HIM A FAKE NAME and a real credit card, which should tell you everything about my priorities.

The marina at Islamorada sits low against the water like something the heat pressed flat. Dock planks bleached to bone. Pelicans on every piling, fat and imperial, watching the tourists fumble with rental kayaks. A bait shop with a hand-painted sign that reads DEX'S — LIVE SHRIMP, COLD BEER, NO REFUNDS. The air smells like diesel and drying seaweed and the particular sweetness of fiberglass baking in July.

I check the slip number on my phone. F-17. I've memorized the vessel name, the captain's license number, the registration history going back eleven years. I know his insurance carrier and his Coast Guard compliance record and the fact that he filed a name change for the boat three years ago. What I don't know is what he looks like, which seems like an oversight until I reach slip F-17 and realize I didn't need a photograph. I needed a warning.

He's on the deck with his back to me, coiling a stern line with the kind of fluency that turns a mechanical task into something closer to language. Tall. Not lean the way runners are lean but condensed the way cable is, everything wound tight and functional. Dark hair cut short enough that the sun has reached the back of his neck and turned it a shade of brown that doesn't look like it was earned indoors. Forearms. That's the first word my brain produces, and it's not helpful. Forearms ropy with tendon and scarred in the specific pattern of a man who works with hooks and engines and doesn't flinch when either bites.

He turns.

The face is blunt and angular, not handsome in any direction that invites the word pretty. A jaw built for absorbing impact. Eyes that are some dark color I can't identify from eight feet away, set beneath brows that don't waste energy on expression. He looks at me the way you'd look at weather coming in from the south. Evaluating not for threat, but for duration.

"Kessler?" he says.

"That's me." My voice comes out steady. Good. Three months of preparation, and my hands are dry, my pulse is clean, and I'm lying to his face from the dock while the Florida sun turns my scalp into a convection oven. "Zara Kessler. I booked the week charter."

He nods. One motion, economical. "Barrett Crowe. Come aboard."

I step from the dock to the gunwale, and the boat accepts my weight with a roll that my body adjusts to before my mind does. Marathon girl. Water in the blood. The deck is teak, salt-scored but clean, every cleat and fitting polished to the point of compulsion. The boat is old — mid-eighties Hatteras, convertible sportfisher — but she's been maintained the way you maintain something you sleep inside. Because you need it to breathe.

Harrow. Black letters on the white transom, freehand, slightly uneven. The name I found in the registration change filing. The name that replaced the one I'm looking for.

"Your berth's forward." He nods toward the cabin hatch. "V-berth. It's small."

"I've slept on research vessels."

Something moves behind his eyes. Not surprise. Not interest. Something more like a checkpoint being flagged and filed. "Research?"

"Marine ecology." True. I deliver it the way I deliver facts at conferences. Flat, credentialed, daring the listener to ask a follow-up I'll handle better than the first. "Postdoc at the Savannah Coastal Research Institute. This is a vacation."

He doesn't say anything for a count of three. Then: "Must be some vacation. Solo charter, seven days, open route. Most people want to catch fish."

"Most people bore me."

He almost smiles. Almost. The corner of his mouth shifts a degree, and then he kills it. He picks up another line and starts coiling. His hands move without supervision, each finger placing the rope in a spiral so precise it looks machine-fed. I notice the left hand. Ring finger. The tip is gone — clean, healed, long ago. Sheared at the first knuckle. He catches me looking and doesn't explain.

"Galley's below. Head's to port. Stove works. Water's rationed at sea, not rationed at the dock. We leave at 0600 tomorrow." He tosses the finished coil onto a cleat hook. "One rule on my boat, Kessler."

I wait.

His eyes find mine, and I was wrong about the color. They're not dark. They're the deep brown of tannin water, of tea-stained rivers, of things that have been steeping in something corrosive for longer than they should. And they stay on my face a beat past comfortable. Past professional. Into the territory where looking becomes measuring and measuring becomes something I don't have a classification for.

"You don't touch what's locked," he says.

I hold his gaze. The sun is directly overhead and I can feel sweat tracing the channel of my spine beneath the cotton tank top I put on this morning in a Savannah hotel room that now feels like it existed in a different atmospheric system. The heat here is personal. It lays hands on you.

"Understood," I say.

He goes back to his lines. I go below.

The V-berth cabin is a coffin with a reading light. I can touch both walls simultaneously if I extend my arms, and the ceiling is low enough that I have to sit on the berth to avoid ducking. The mattress is covered in a fitted sheet that's been bleached so many times the original color is a theory. There's a pillow. One. It smells like salt and diesel and something underneath both — skin, maybe, or laundry detergent used by a man who doesn't think about what kind he buys.

His pillow. He gave me his pillow.

I set my bag on the berth. Inside: my laptop in a waterproof sleeve. My father's journal, encrypted, the one my mother kept in a fireproof box under the bed for fifteen years. My NOAA contact's burner number written on a Post-it folded into my wallet. A change of clothes for seven days. A diving mask I've owned since I was twelve. And a photograph of Harlan Kade standing on a dock I don't recognize, squinting into a sun I can't feel, smiling at a camera held by a person whose shadow falls across his feet but whose name I've never known.

My father. Age thirty-four in the photo. Five years before he disappeared. He's wearing a T-shirt that reads MARATHON SEAFOOD FESTIVAL 2010, and his left arm is tanned a shade darker than his right because he drove the boat one-handed and the sun always hit the same side. I used to reach for that arm in the grocery store. I used to fall asleep on it during car rides. I used to press my face into the crook of it when thunder scared me, and it smelled like this dock, this water, this specific combination of salt and fuel and the sweet rot of mangrove that I haven't breathed since I was eighteen and swore I'd never breathe again.

The boat rocks. Footsteps above me. Barrett Crowe, walking the deck of the vessel that used to be called Judson's Pride, owned by Judson Crowe of Islamorada, who was my father's research partner for four years before the night Harlan Kade went into the water and didn't come back.

I touch the scar on my left inner forearm without thinking. A thin white line, old, from a coral cut when I was nine. I was diving with my father off Boot Key when my arm caught the edge of a brain coral and opened a gash that bled pink into the salt water. He carried me to the surface with one arm around my waist and the other holding pressure on the wound, and I remember being more fascinated than scared, watching my blood dissolve into the ocean like a secret being told.

I drop my hand. I unzip my bag.

Seven days. One boat. One man whose father may have killed mine. And a set of coordinates I haven't decoded yet, hidden in the margins of a dead man's journal.

Barrett Crowe's footsteps cross the deck above my head. Steady. Unhurried. The footsteps of a man who knows every inch of what he stands on.

I wonder if he knows what's beneath it too.
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CHAPTER 2

The Name She Gave Me
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SHE MOVES WRONG FOR a tourist. She moves like someone who's looking for something underwater.

I watch her from the flybridge while she stows her gear below. The hatch is open and I can hear her moving in the V-berth, the soft sounds of a bag being unpacked with the economy of a woman who's lived out of bags before. Research vessels, she said. It was the right answer. It explained the balance, the callused hands, the way she stepped from dock to gunwale without the wobble that tourists pay a thousand dollars a day to never quite eliminate.

But it was the right answer the way a chess move is the right answer. Pre-calculated. Placed, not spoken.

The name doesn't check. Zara Kessler. She gave it to the booking service. The credit card that processed the deposit says something different — a billing discrepancy I flagged when the marina's payment system bounced the authorization and re-ran it under the card name instead of the booking name. Most captains wouldn't notice. Most captains don't read their own invoices line by line at 2 AM with a coffee that's gone cold and a feeling in the back of their skull that the next booking is the one they've been waiting for.

The card name is redacted on my end. I only know it doesn't match. Which means she lied about who she is, and people who lie about who they are on charter boats in the Florida Keys are either running from something or hunting something, and this woman's posture eliminates the first option.

She stands at the transom now, leaning on the rail, face toward the channel. The sun hits her at an angle that turns her profile into something I need to stop looking at. Brown hair streaked with the kind of gold you don't buy at a salon, pulled back in a single braid that hangs between her shoulder blades. The braid is practical. Tight. The kind a woman ties when she needs her hands free and her hair out of the way. It swings when she moves, and the swing has a weight to it, a pendulum quality that my eyes track without authorization.

Her jaw. That's the problem. It's a specific jaw. Square at the corners, stubborn in the set of it, the kind of bone structure that photographs well and argues better. I've seen that jaw. Not on her. On someone else. In a photograph I keep behind the chart stack, face-down, because looking at it costs something I can't afford to spend casually.

She turns and catches me watching. I don't look away. Looking away is a tell.

"Is there a dive shop nearby?" she asks.

"Bud and Mary's has rental gear. Mile and a half north."

"I have my own." She taps the rail once with her fingertips. "I just need weights."

"I've got weights aboard."

"What size?"

"What do you weigh?"

Her eyes narrow. Not offended. Calculating. Deciding whether the question is professional or personal and how she wants to answer either way. She settles on: "One thirty."

"I'll pull a belt for you."

She nods and goes below. I wait until her footsteps fade into the cabin before I pull my phone from my pocket and open the booking confirmation. Zara Kessler. Savannah, GA. Seven-day open charter. No fishing preference listed. No activity preference listed. Just the dates and the deposit and a note in the special requests field that reads: Southern reef access — backcountry preferred.

Backcountry. That's not where the marlin are. That's not where the snappers run. The backcountry is mangrove channels and shallow reef systems and the kind of water that rewards knowledge and punishes tourists. It's the water I've been diving alone for three years.

I go below to check the port-side compartment. The padlock is in place, combination set, the hasp undisturbed. Inside that locker sits a waterproof case that belonged to a man named Harlan Kade. Research journals. Diving equipment. Specimen jars with labels written in handwriting I've memorized without intending to. Documentation tools for a reef site that nobody knows about except me.

And now, possibly, the woman sleeping in my berth with a fake name and a jaw I recognize from a photograph of a dead man.

I close the hatch softly and go topside. The sun is dropping toward the mangroves, turning the sky the color of a bruise healing from the edges inward. The marina settles into its evening sounds: halyards pinging against masts, outboards gurgling at idle, the clink of beer bottles from Dex's patio. A normal evening. A normal dock. The Harrow resting in her slip like she doesn't carry what she carries.

I lean on the flybridge rail and look at the water. The channel runs south from here, past the flats, past the bridges, past the last marks of civilization, and into the backcountry where the reef sits in forty feet of water, undocumented, unprotected, growing around the bones of a ship that nobody's claimed. I've been diving that site for three years. I've been cataloging species, marking quadrats, photographing coral heads with a waterproof camera I taught myself to use from a dead man's manual. I've been finishing the work that Harlan Kade started and my father ended.

She came for the reef. I can feel it the way you feel weather. The barometric drop before the system hits, the pressure change that makes your teeth ache. She's here because of Harlan. She's here because of the site. And she booked my boat because my boat is the one that took him there.

What I don't know is whether she knows that.

Below, I hear her running water in the head. The pipes shudder the way they always shudder, the familiar complaint of a plumbing system that's been patched more times than replaced. I picture her washing her face, bracing against the sink as the boat rocks. Her hands on the porcelain. Her reflection in the small mirror











d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
T

A'NSSURN'D E R T O W STENSSEENEO“VoE*»
*eo

BREA HOLDEN N





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





d2d_images/scene_break.png





