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Dedication

For the ones who drifted, and the ones who stayed.

For anyone who ever found themselves in the middle of nowhere and realised it was everything they needed.
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Chapter One – The Departure
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The sea had always held a certain kind of silence. Not the absence of sound, but the kind that swallowed it—where time became nothing, and the world, for once, stopped asking her for anything.

Delilah Astor stood at the edge of the yacht’s upper deck, fingers curled around the smooth white rail, the breeze teasing the hem of her linen shirt. The salt air tasted better than champagne, sharper than memory. She wasn’t here to be seen. For once, she was here to disappear.

Below her, the crew moved like clockwork—hauling lines, checking gauges, muttering orders. She pretended not to notice when the youngest of them looked up at her. A flash of dark curls under a sun-bleached cap. Strong shoulders. That face—olive skin, jaw shadowed with stubble, eyes like burnt honey. He tipped his cap with a flicker of a smile. Brief, almost bashful.

Her stomach dipped slightly, though she told herself it was the gentle roll of the sea.

“Mateo!” the captain’s voice cracked like a whip over the water.

The young man snapped to attention.

“Less gazing, more hauling.”

Delilah’s gaze dropped quickly to the ocean as if she'd been caught. She wasn’t the type to ogle the help. Or at least, not the type to be caught doing it.

The yacht wasn’t large—chartered rather than owned, private but modest by Astor standards. She’d chosen it for that reason. Not a floating palace with champagne fountains and paparazzi-ready decks. Just her, a few staff, and the promise of four days on open water. No reception. No reporters. No obligations.

The scandal had broken three weeks ago. Photos. Accusations. Whispers she refused to answer. She hadn’t even told anyone where she was going—just boarded the boat from a nondescript port south of Barcelona with a single suitcase and her silence.

She watched Mateo work. Efficient. Quiet. He tied ropes with muscle memory and moved with the grace of someone born near the sea. He didn’t glance up again, not even once.

Good.

She wasn’t here for distractions.

By late afternoon, the sun hung low and golden, casting warm bars of light across the deck. Delilah slipped below for a book, wandering the narrow corridor toward her cabin. As she passed the galley, she heard voices—laughter, a bit of music from a speaker tucked somewhere.

She paused.

Mateo was inside, cleaning a pan. One hand scrubbed; the other tapped absently to the rhythm. He was singing under his breath. Spanish, low and slow. She leaned an inch closer to the doorframe.

Then—

A crash. Sudden. From the engine room.

The lights flickered. Once. Then again.

Mateo froze, head whipping toward the deck above.

The alarm followed. A shrill, mechanical scream that rose from somewhere deep in the hull. Smoke followed almost instantly—grey fingers seeping through the metal slats of the galley vents.

"¡Fuego!" someone shouted.

Fire.

The corridor swelled with heat. Delilah dropped her book and ran.

On deck, chaos reigned.

Crew members shouted over each other. The captain’s face was red and wet with sweat. He screamed into a handheld radio that squawked and died in his hand.

The smoke billowed now—thick and acrid, rolling from the side of the yacht like a living thing. The fire had caught something fast, something electrical. A box in the engine room, someone said. Sparks. Oil. A fuse.

"Life vests!" someone else shouted. "Over here! Grab one—"

Delilah stumbled, coughing. Her eyes stung. Her fingers found the edge of a rail just as the boat lurched sharply. A roar of flames behind her. The sky spun.

She couldn’t see Mateo.

Panic seized her.

"Mateo!" she called out, voice cracking. "Mateo!"

But no one answered.

Another explosion rocked the yacht—a flash of light and a bloom of heat—and the deck splintered under her feet. Water surged up from somewhere below.

Then she was over the rail.

Falling.

The sea was colder than she expected.

She kicked hard, surfacing through oil-slicked water and debris. Pieces of the boat floated around her—wood, foam, fabric. A single sandal bobbed near her shoulder.

She swam, half-sobbing, toward something solid—a wooden panel, slick but wide enough to hold her weight. She climbed onto it, chest heaving, mouth coughing salt and soot.

The boat—the yacht that had once held her promise of peace—was a skeleton now. Flames chewed through the remains like a hungry god. No one else surfaced nearby.

She called out.

No one answered.

Night fell, and with it, the temperature. The stars blinked to life, indifferent and cold.

Delilah curled herself into the flattest part of the panel and clung to it like a child. She thought of Mateo’s eyes, his voice humming in the galley. The way he’d tipped his cap.

Gone. All of them, gone.

She closed her eyes against the ache in her chest, unsure if the tears were from smoke or grief.

The current pulled her gently onward.

She awoke on sand.

Not just sand—island sand. Hot, golden, sun-baked.

Her lips cracked when she licked them. Her limbs ached. But her body, somehow, had made it ashore.

She lay still for a long while, the sun pressing into her skin like a second heartbeat. She tried sitting, then succeeded. Her clothes were torn. One shoe missing. Her left wrist swollen.
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