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I woke to a slow, persistent motion beneath me, a gentle but undeniable sway that made the walls seem to breathe. For a few heartbeats I lay still, listening, waiting for the familiar shapes of my room to settle into place. They never did.

When I opened my eyes, the ceiling above me was wrong—too low, curved slightly, ribbed with wooden beams that creaked softly, as if under strain. The air smelled of salt and old varnish. The narrow bed was built into the wall, its edges snug and unyielding, and the small round window beside it showed nothing but shifting blue light. The room looked less like a bedroom and more like a cabin—no, unmistakably a boat cabin.

Panic stirred, slow and cold. I sat up, my head spinning, my thoughts lagging behind my body. How had I come here? I searched my memory for the last solid moment of the previous day, for a door I had opened, a journey I had agreed to, but there was nothing. Just blankness, like a page torn from a book.

The movement beneath my feet grew more obvious as I stood. Each step was answered by the floor’s reluctant tilt, as though the world itself were undecided about its balance. I found a narrow staircase and climbed it, my hand sliding along a polished rail worn smooth by countless hands that were not mine.

At the top, I stepped into open air.

Water surrounded me in every direction—endless, heaving, alive. The horizon was a thin, merciless line where sea met sky, with no land, no ship, no bird in sight. Only water. Only motion. The boat rocked gently beneath me, alone in a vastness so complete it made my chest tighten. I turned slowly, desperately, as if something might appear if I looked hard enough. Nothing did.

I did not know which ocean this was. I did not know why I was here, or how long I had been drifting. There was no engine sound, no voices, no sign of another living soul. Just the wind, the water, and the soft creak of wood.

The thought crept in, quiet and tempting: This isn’t real.

A dream, I decided. It had to be. Dreams were strange, illogical, cruelly convincing. Relief washed over me, thin but comforting. I went back down the stairs, returned to the narrow bed, and lay down again as the boat continued its endless rocking. I closed my eyes, clinging to the hope that when I woke once more, the solid world would return—and this vast, impossible sea would dissolve into nothing.

*  *  *
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When I woke again, it was not to the gentle, lulling sway from before, but to violence.

The world heaved without warning. The bed bucked beneath me like a living thing, and before I could even draw a breath, I was thrown hard onto the floor. The impact knocked the air from my lungs. Wood groaned around me, a deep, tortured sound, as if the boat itself were crying out in pain.

A storm had come.

Wind screamed above the cabin, a relentless, furious howl that drowned every thought. Rain hammered the deck with such force that it sounded like stones being hurled from the sky. The boat pitched wildly, first lifting me weightless, then slamming me down again as waves crashed against its sides. I clutched at the wall, my fingers slipping on damp wood, my body completely at the mercy of the sea.

There was no question of going on deck. The staircase might as well have led into chaos itself. Water surged down the steps in dirty, foaming sheets, soaking the cabin floor and stealing my footing. Even standing upright was impossible; walking was unthinkable. I understood then that I was trapped below, sealed inside this small wooden shell while the ocean tried to tear it apart.

Despite the storm’s fury, the air was thick and heavy, pressing against my skin. Sweat mingled with rainwater, and each breath tasted of salt and damp rot. The warmth was unmistakable. Wherever I was, this was no cold northern sea. This was the tropics—lush, merciless, and indifferent.

There was nothing to do. No engine to start. No sail to reef. No radio to call for help. The storm was beyond negotiation, beyond resistance. All I could do was endure.

I forced the cabin door shut and braced it as best I could. Water still crept in, pooling around my ankles, rising and falling with each savage roll of the boat. I crawled into a corner, pressed my back against the wall, and wrapped my arms around myself as if I could somehow hold my own body together.

I waited.

I prayed—to gods I did not believe in, to luck, to the stubborn strength of old wood and iron nails. I hoped the hull would not split, that the mast would not snap, that the next wave would not be the one that finally ended it all. Above me, thunder cracked the sky open, and the boat shuddered in response.

All I could do was cling to the fragile belief that when the storm passed, there would still be something left floating on the water—and that I would still be alive inside it.

*  *  *
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The impact came without mercy.

A cracking, screeching shriek tore through the night as the hull struck something solid beneath the water. The force threw me forward, and the boat shuddered violently before lurching to a dead stop. For one brief, foolish moment, relief flooded me. We were no longer being hurled around. We were still.

Then the sounds changed.

Timber began to split.

It was a slow, dreadful tearing at first, wood protesting under unbearable strain, followed by sharp, final snaps as beams gave way. The reef held the boat fast while the waves continued their assault, lifting and dropping her against the jagged stone like a toy. Every blow drove another nail loose, another plank apart. I realized with icy clarity that the stillness I had welcomed was not safety—it was the beginning of the end.

Panic sharpened my movements.  I had no choice but to wait.

I sat amid the wreckage, bracing myself as the boat groaned and fractured around me, listening to the sea claim what it had already decided to destroy. Each wave sounded like a final verdict. I told myself that the hull might hold until dawn, that there would still be something solid beneath me when the light returned.

Above me, the deck gave way.

With a final, hollow collapse, planks fell inward, opening the cabin to the sky. Cool night air rushed in, carrying the scent of wet wood and salt. I looked up through the broken ribs of the boat and saw stars—sharp, brilliant, indifferent. The storm clouds were gone, swept clean from the sky as if nothing violent had ever happened.

And then I saw it.

On the far side of the reef, against the faint glow of the horizon, stood the unmistakable silhouettes of palm trees. Coconut trees, their fronds barely moving, dark and patient. Land. Real land. So close it hurt to look at.

Hope rose cautiously, fragile and trembling. I could not reach it yet. The sea still roared between us, and night concealed every danger the reef might hide. All I could do was wait.

I clutched the backpack, sat among the splintering remains of the boat, and fixed
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