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Content Warning

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation,

obsessive behavior, possessiveness, power imbalance, surveillance,

captivity through coercion, isolation, control over resources,

deception, explicit language, morally grey characters, and dark,

toxic relationship dynamics.

This is a DARK romance. The MMC is not a safe hero.

If that's not your cup of poison, this book is not for you.

Reader discretion is advised.
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"The cruelest prisons have no walls.

They have open doors and a man who makes you

forget you ever wanted to walk through them."

— Nora Vellicott, Salt and Sediment

For the ones who stayed

when the door was open.

And for the ones who opened it.

Act I

The Harbor
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Prologue
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The first time I see her, she is failing.

Not drowning. Failing. There's a difference. Drowning is surrender, a body going slack, giving itself to the water. Failing is fight. Failing is a thirty-four-foot sailboat with a coughing engine and patched sails limping toward my harbor like a wounded animal that can still bite.

I'm standing on the main pier, the afternoon sun cooking the creosote out of the pilings, the smell thick enough to taste. July in the San Juans, and the heat is wrong. Not the gentle Northwest warmth that tourists expect. This is the new heat. The heat that settles over the islands like a hand pressed flat against a mouth. No wind. No relief. The kind of heat that turns cedar decks into griddles and makes the water in the harbor go glassy and still, reflecting the sky back at itself like a mirror too honest for comfort.

Her boat rounds the breakwater at an angle that tells me two things. She knows what she's doing, and her rudder response is sluggish. The engine catches, sputters, catches again. A black puff of exhaust rises from the stern. Fuel injector. I can diagnose it from sixty yards.

I should walk down to the guest dock and prepare to catch her lines. That's what a harbor master does. That's the protocol. Instead, I stay where I am. I lean against the piling and I watch.

She corrects the approach. Kills the engine before it kills itself, lets momentum and the faintest tidal current carry her toward the outer slips. Smart. She knows the engine is done and she's not going to force it. She moves to the bow with a line in her hand, barefoot on the deck, and I see her for the first time in full.

Dark hair tied back. Brown skin, tanned darker by weeks of open water. She's lean the way a person gets when the work is physical and the meals are inconsistent. Not fragile. Honed. Her arms are corded from hauling sheets, her balance precise even as the hull drifts sideways in the slack water. She throws the bow line at the nearest cleat and misses. Coils it. Throws again. Catches. She cleats it with fast, competent hands, then moves to the stern with the second line.

She hasn't looked at me. She knows I'm here. I can tell by the stiffness across her shoulders, the deliberate way she keeps her eyes on the dock hardware. She knows she's being watched, and she is choosing not to acknowledge it.

Good.

She finishes tying off. The boat settles against the fenders with a low groan. She stands in the cockpit, pushes the hair off her forehead with the back of her wrist, and finally looks up.

Our eyes meet across forty feet of sun-bleached dock.

She's younger than I expected from the boat. Late twenties, maybe. Her face is angular, sharp at the cheekbones, softer at the mouth. Her eyes are the color of bourbon held up to the light. She studies me with the same clinical attention I've been giving her, and I feel the assessment like a hand running down my spine.

"I need a slip," she says. Her voice carries across the water without effort. No apology in it. No request. A statement.

"Slip seven," I say. "End of the south pier."

She looks toward where I'm pointing. The farthest berth. Separated from the other slips by fifty feet of empty dock. Directly below my terrace.

"How much?"

"We'll work it out."

She hesitates. I see the calculation. She's deciding whether "we'll work it out" is generosity or a trap. She's right to wonder. The answer is both, and I will not know which one wins until long after it matters.

"Fine," she says.

She starts her engine one more time. It catches on the third try, running rough, knocking, sending another black cloud into the still air. She motors the two hundred yards to slip seven, ties off with the same efficient, unpolished competence, and disappears below deck.

I stay on the pier. The sun drops an inch. The harbor holds its breath. The creosote smell thickens in the heat, and somewhere in the channel, the fog bank that has been building for two days begins its slow approach, a white wall on the horizon, patient as a man who knows what he wants.

I go inside. I open my laptop. I pull up the maritime registration database.

The boat's name is painted on the transom in faded blue letters: Perdita.

There is no registration number.

I type the name into the search field and wait.

The harbor has a new resident. She doesn't know yet what that means. Neither do I, if I'm honest. But I can feel it starting. The same pull I feel when the tide turns, when the current shifts direction beneath a surface that looks perfectly still. Something is moving. Something has arrived.

I close the laptop. I pour a glass of water. I walk to the terrace.

Slip seven is below me. Her boat rocks gently against the dock. She's on deck now, sitting in the cockpit with her knees drawn up, eating something from a can with a plastic fork. Her bare feet are brown and calloused on the teak. She eats like a person who has learned to make small things last.

I drink my water and I watch her eat and I think: Stay.

The thought arrives without permission, without context, without justification. A command from a part of my brain that doesn't answer to reason. Stay. Stay in my harbor. Stay on my dock. Stay where I can see you.

I set down the glass. The fog creeps closer. The heat holds.

She finishes eating. She lies back in the cockpit, face to the sky, and closes her eyes.

I stand on the terrace until the stars come out and she falls asleep beneath them, and I do not move, and I do not look away, and I understand, with the calm certainty of a man who has spent his life controlling the things that enter and leave his harbor, that I will not let this one leave.
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Landfall

The engine dies two miles from the harbor mouth.

Not sputtering, not coughing. Dead. The silence that replaces it is so complete I can hear my own heartbeat, which is faster than I'd like. I stand in the cockpit of the Perdita and stare at the exhaust vent like I can will the thing back to life. Nothing. The fuel injector has been threatening this for three hundred nautical miles, and I've been bargaining with it the way you bargain with a body part that's failing. One more port. One more anchorage. Just get me somewhere with a dock.

It got me here. Wherever here is.

The salt has dried white on the fiberglass around me, a mineral rind that maps three weeks of coastal spray. My hands are raw from line work and coated in diesel film that no amount of seawater scrubbing removes. These are facts, not complaints. Complaints require an audience.

I check the chart. Harrow Island, San Juan archipelago, Washington State. A green thumbprint in a chain of green thumbprints scattered across the strait between the mainland and Vancouver Island. Population: unclear. Services: a single harbor symbol on the chart, which could mean anything from a commercial marina to a rotting wooden pier with a rusted cleat.

The tide is with me. A gentle ebb current pushing south through the channel, and if I set the jib, I can ride it into the harbor entrance. I've done this before. Sailed into ports without power. You learn it when you live on a boat with unreliable machinery. You learn a lot of things. You learn to read water the way you once read data sets, scanning for the variation that means the difference between safe passage and a hull on rock. You learn that competence is a kind of armor, and that if you keep the armor polished, no one looks at what's underneath.

I set the jib. The fabric catches what passes for a breeze and the Perdita begins to move. Slowly. The water is so still it looks solid, a sheet of hammered pewter under a sky the color of old bone. The heat is extraordinary. I've been sailing the Pacific Northwest coast for three weeks, expecting rain and grey, and instead I've gotten this. Day after day of white sun, no wind, temperatures that belong in the desert. My water tanks are low. My arms are peeling from sunburn I didn't think was possible this far north.

The harbor opens up as I round the breakwater. It's small. A single pier jutting out from a rocky shore, maybe fifteen slips, half of them occupied. A fuel pump. A hoist. A low cedar building that could be an office or a workshop. Shore pines crowd the waterline, their roots gripping the rock like knuckles. Above the harbor, set back on the bluff, a house. Cedar and glass. A terrace overlooking the water.

The smell reaches me before the finer details do. Creosote from the pilings, warm and medicinal. Sun-baked cedar. The vegetal rot of kelp on the rocks at low tide. Underneath, the clean mineral scent of deep water, the strait's cold current threading through the shallow warmth of the harbor. There is something held about this place. Something contained.

A man is standing on the main pier.

He's tall. That's the first thing. Tall and built the way men are built when they work with their hands every day, not in a gym, not for show. Broad shoulders, dense arms, the kind of body that comes from hauling dock lines and swinging sledgehammers. His hair is dark blond, pushed back, lighter at the ends where the sun has bleached it. He's wearing a grey T-shirt with the sleeves rolled and canvas work pants. His arms are folded across his chest. He's watching me.

Not glancing. Watching. With the focused patience of someone who has nowhere else to be and nothing more interesting to look at.

I have been watched before. In harbor offices where men took too long with paperwork I didn't have. On fuel docks where someone's gaze tracked me from pump to cockpit and stayed. You develop a taxonomy. The curious look, the predatory look, the look that calculates what you might be worth. His doesn't fit. It is steady and unhurried and it carries the quality of assessment without judgment, like a man watching weather build from a long way off.

I kill the jib. Let momentum carry me. My approach is sloppy because the rudder is sluggish and the current is pushing my stern sideways. I correct. I feel him watching me correct, and something in me tightens. I don't like being evaluated. I'm good at this. I want him to see that I'm good at this, and I hate that I want it.

The bow line catches on the second throw. I cleat it, secure the stern, and the Perdita settles against the dock with a sound like a sigh. The hull ticks in the heat. The water slaps softly against fiberglass.

I look up.

He's still watching. Hasn't moved. Hasn't come down to help, which means he's either rude or he saw that I didn't need it. His face is hard to read at this distance. Sharp jaw. Something quiet about his mouth, like a man who has learned that silence gets him more than speech. His eyes are pale. Grey, maybe. The color of fog.

"I need a slip," I say.

"Slip seven." His voice is low. Unhurried. He nods toward the far end of the south pier. "End of the dock."

I look. Slip seven is the last berth on the most isolated stretch of pier. No boats on either side. The dock extends past it to a dead end. Above and behind it, the cedar house and its terrace.

"How much?"

"We'll work it out."

Four words, and they tell me everything and nothing. No posted rate. No paperwork. No demand for registration numbers I can't provide. He's offering me a dock without asking questions. That's either the luckiest thing that's happened to me in eighteen months, or it's something else entirely. Something I should be paying closer attention to.

I have learned to distrust luck. Luck is a pattern you haven't decoded yet, and the pattern always has an author. But my engine is dead, my water is low, and the nearest alternative harbor is eleven nautical miles north through a channel I don't know. The math is simple. It's the variables you can't quantify that cost you.

"Fine," I say.

I restart the engine. It takes three tries. The sound is terrible. A wet mechanical wheeze that rebounds off the breakwater, sending a heron from the nearest piling in a grey eruption of wings. I motor to slip seven, tie off, and go below deck to check the engine compartment. The fuel injector is cracked. I can see the fracture line, a dark seam in the metal, weeping diesel. The Perdita isn't going anywhere under power until I replace it.

I sit with that for a moment, the bilge smell close around me. Trapped. The word forms and I push it down. I am in a harbor with a dock and a fuel pump and presumably a town with some form of supply chain. I spent fourteen months refusing to use that word about my life, and I will not start now, not over a fuel injector.

I climb back to the cockpit. The sun is dropping but the heat hasn't eased. I pull a can of chickpeas from the galley, grab a fork, and sit in the cockpit to eat. The dock is quiet. The harbor is quiet. The whole island feels held in a kind of suspended animation, trapped under the weight of the heat and the stillness.

Above me, on the terrace, a shape moves. A man stepping out onto the deck. He leans on the rail. He's holding a glass.

He's looking at me.

I eat my chickpeas and I don't look up again, but I can feel him there the way you feel weather changing. A pressure shift. A density in the air that wasn't there before. The chickpeas taste like salt and nothing. I eat them because the body requires fuel and I have learned to treat meals as maintenance rather than pleasure. Pleasure requires presence, and presence requires safety, and safety is a currency I traded for motion eighteen months ago when I untied the dock lines in San Diego and did not look back at the city where I had been correct about everything and punished for all of it.

I finish eating. I rinse the can in the salt water alongside the hull and set it to dry. I stretch out in the cockpit, my head on a folded towel, my bare feet on the helm seat. The teak is still warm from the sun. The sky is going orange and purple at the edges, and the first stars are appearing in the east.

I close my eyes.

His footsteps creak on the terrace above me. A steady, measured sound. Back and forth. Back and forth. A man who paces. A man who watches.

I should be afraid. A woman alone, on a boat with no engine, in a harbor she doesn't know, on an island she can't leave, under the terrace of a stranger who watches her eat and watches her settle and watches her close her eyes.

I'm not afraid. I'm aware. There's a difference. Fear is reactive. Awareness is what keeps you alive when you've spent eighteen months sleeping on a boat with a broken lock, docking in harbors where no one knows your name and no one asks. I've been aware of men like this before. Men who take up space. Men who watch.

But his gaze doesn't feel predatory. It feels patient. And patience, in my experience, is far more dangerous.

Predators betray themselves in the acceleration of their attention, the narrowing of the gap between looking and approaching. Patient men are different. Patient men build architecture around you so gradually that by the time you notice the walls, you have already furnished the room. I have known one patient man, a department chair who smiled for six months before he signed the letter that ended my career. The lesson: the most dangerous people are the ones who never rush.

I fall asleep on the deck of my boat, under the stars, with a stranger watching me from ten feet above my head, and the last thing I hear before sleep takes me is the distant, mournful sound of a fog horn in the channel.

One long note. Forty-five seconds of silence. Then again.

It sounds like waiting.
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The Dock Master

She sails like someone who learned from books and then forgot the books.

I've watched boats come into this harbor for fifteen years. Pleasure cruisers with more fiberglass than skill. Charter boats with hungover weekend captains. Commercial vessels that know exactly what they're doing. The occasional kayaker who's lost the plot entirely. I can read a captain's competence in the first thirty seconds of their approach. The angle, the speed, the way they handle the current at the harbor mouth.

She's not polished. Her approach was wide, her bow line missed on the first throw, her fender placement is amateur. But she compensated for the dead engine without hesitation, read the current like someone who speaks its language, and the way she moved on deck, barefoot and sure, told me her body knows this boat the way my hands know this dock.

She's been on that boat a long time.

The fenders are wrong but the instincts are right, and that combination tells a story I can read without trying. Someone who came to sailing late or under pressure. Someone who didn't have a teacher, or had one once and lost them. Someone who learned the way you learn a second language in a country where no one speaks your first: out of necessity, with gaps in the grammar but fluency where it counts.

I'm in my office now, the small cedar building at the head of the main pier. It smells like diesel and varnish and the coffee I brewed this morning and forgot to drink. My desk faces the window that overlooks the harbor. From here I can see every slip, every boat, every line of the water between the breakwater and the shore. Slip seven is at the far edge of my sightline. I can see the Perdita's mast, slim and white against the darkening sky. If I lean forward, I can see the cockpit.

I lean forward. She's eating. Something from a can. The posture of a woman who eats alone so often that the act has lost all ceremony. No plate. No table. Just a fork and a can and her bare feet on the teak.

There is a particular loneliness to eating from a can on the deck of your own boat. I know it. I ate that way for three years after my father died, standing in this same office or sitting on the dock with my legs hanging over the water, spooning cold beans or tuna from the tin because making a proper meal felt like a concession to permanence I wasn't ready to make. She eats the same way. Not hungry, not savoring. Just fueling.

I pull back. Open my laptop.

The boat's name: Perdita. I type it into the USCG vessel documentation system. No results. I try the state registration databases for Washington, Oregon, California. Nothing. I run it through the AIS tracking system. No transponder signal. The boat is a ghost. No registration number on the hull, no documentation, no electronic footprint. Someone has deliberately scrubbed this vessel from every system designed to track it.

That's not carelessness. That's intention.

I should report it. Harbor masters have an obligation to report unregistered vessels. Coast Guard regulations are clear. A boat without documentation is either stolen, involved in smuggling, or owned by someone who doesn't want to be found.

I close the USCG tab.

The cursor blinks on the empty screen and I sit with the weight of what I've just decided. Fifteen years of running this harbor. In that time I have reported every irregularity, filed every incident form, maintained every log. The regulations are not abstract to me. They are the architecture of the only life I've managed to build that holds its shape. And I just chose to set them aside for a woman I spoke nine words to.

I open a different database. A maritime industry archive that cross-references vessel names with historical registrations, transfers, and decommissions. I type Perdita again and add a hull length estimate. Thirty-four feet. Sloop rig. Fiberglass.

One hit.

Perdita, 34-foot Catalina sloop, originally registered in San Diego, California. Owned by the University of California San Diego, Marine Biology Research Division. Deregistered nineteen months ago. Previous operator listed as: W. Aldridge, Research Fellow.

W. Aldridge.

I look out the window. The cockpit is empty now. She's lying down, face to the sky, one arm folded behind her head. Her other arm dangles off the side of the cockpit, fingers grazing the dock. In the fading light, she looks like a painting. Something you'd find in a maritime museum, titled Woman After Storm or The Last Sailor.

W. Aldridge.

I run the name. University of California San Diego, marine biology department. A research fellow named Wren Aldridge, published in three peer-reviewed journals on Pacific kelp forest ecology. A faculty page that's been taken down but is still cached in the search engine's archive. In the cached version, she's smiling in a professional headshot, her hair shorter, her face younger, her eyes the same. The page lists her research focus: "intertidal ecosystem dynamics and the effects of marine pollution on invertebrate populations."

The woman in the headshot and the woman on the dock are the same person the way a house before and after a fire is the same house. The structure is recognizable. The contents have changed.

I go deeper. News archives. A campus newspaper article from twenty months ago: "Faculty Data Integrity Complaint Under Review." No names, but the details match. A junior research fellow filed a formal complaint alleging data fabrication by a senior faculty member. The complaint was investigated and the junior researcher's fellowship was "not renewed."

The trail gets thinner after that. A financial record, buried in a legal database I shouldn't have access to but do, because a maritime lawyer in Bellingham owed me a favor after I found his catamaran adrift in the strait. An IRS lien, filed against Wren Calloway Aldridge for recovery of fellowship stipend overpayment. Twenty-seven thousand dollars. Filed fourteen months ago.

Twenty-seven thousand dollars. The number sits on the screen and I read it twice. They didn't just end her career. They sent her a bill for it. Overpayment recovery. The bureaucratic equivalent of asking the condemned to pay for the rope.

I close the laptop.

I pour myself a whiskey, which I don't usually drink in the office. I take it to the window.

She's asleep now. I can tell by the way her hand has gone slack against the dock. Her breathing has changed. Deeper. Slower. She sleeps with her face to the sky, exposed to whatever might come, and something about that posture makes my chest tighten in a way I recognize and do not welcome.

People who sleep like that have already survived the thing they were afraid of. They've come out the other side. They sleep open because they have nothing left to guard.

I finish the whiskey. I wash the glass. I turn off the office light and walk up the path to my house, the cedar and glass box on the bluff that my grandfather built and my father drank himself to death in and I have lived in alone for twelve years.

The path is gravel and steep and I know every stone of it in the dark. My boots find the same footholds they've found ten thousand times before. The harbor falls away below me, the water flat and leaden in the last light, the boats motionless in their slips. The air smells of warm stone and pine pitch and, faintly, the brackish sweetness of the freshwater creek that feeds into the harbor's south end.

The terrace runs the length of the south-facing wall. From it, I can see the entire harbor, the channel, the distant silhouette of Orcas Island, and, directly below, slip seven. The Perdita rocks gently in the slack water. She's asleep on deck, her dark hair spread across the cockpit cushion, one bare foot hooked over the helm.

I go inside. I fill a gallon jug with water from my kitchen tap. The island's well water is good, clean, cold. She'll need it. Her tanks will be low after sailing the coast in this heat.

I set the alarm for 5 a.m. I'll bring it to her dock cleat before she wakes.

I lie in bed. The ceiling fan turns slowly. The heat sits on my skin like a second layer. Through the open window, the harbor makes its night sounds: the creak of dock lines adjusting to the tide, hulls settling against fenders. I think about the name. Wren Aldridge. A woman who reported the truth and lost everything for it. A woman sailing the coast in a ghost boat, eating from cans, sleeping under stars because she can't afford a roof.

She asked about the slip rate. I said we'd work it out.

Here is what I did not say: there is no rate for slip seven. Slip seven is the dock I keep empty because it's directly below my terrace. Slip seven is mine. I assigned her the one berth in this harbor that I can see from every room in my house, from my bed, from my kitchen, from the chair where I drink my coffee at dawn.

I assigned her the closest slip to me.

She'll realize this. She's smart. I watched her diagnose the approach problem in real time, compensate for the current without instruments, and rig a shade tarp that accounted for the afternoon sun angle. She's smart, and she'll see the geography of slip seven for what it is.

But not yet. Not tonight. Tonight she's tired and her boat is broken and the fog is coming, and tonight, I am the only person on this island who knows her name.

I turn off the light. The fog horn sounds in the channel, one long low note that travels across the water and through the walls of my house and into the room where I lie in the dark thinking about a woman named Wren who sleeps with her face to the sky.

"Wren Aldridge," I say, to the empty room, to the heat, to no one.

The name sits in my mouth like a key.
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Fresh Water

A gallon of water appears on my dock cleat before sunrise.

No note. No label. Just a plastic jug, condensation beading on the sides, set precisely on the metal horn of the cleat so it won't roll off in a wake. I find it when I surface at six, groggy and stiff from sleeping on the cockpit cushions, my tank top damp with sweat that never dried in the night.

My water tanks are low. I know this. I've been rationing for two days, filling a bottle from the tank and making it last from morning to dark. It's a discipline I learned in the Sea of Cortez, where the marinas charge more for water than for fuel and every drop costs. I'm good at making things last.

I pick up the jug. The plastic is cool against my palms. I unscrew the cap and drink, and the water is so cold, so clean, that my eyes close involuntarily. Well water. Not municipal. Not the flat, chlorinated taste of a city supply. This is water that came from deep in the rock of this island, filtered through basalt and clay, and it's the best thing I've tasted in weeks.

I drink a third of the jug standing on the dock in the pale morning light. The harbor is still. The fog that I heard gathering in the channel last night is visible now, a low white bank sitting offshore, maybe two miles out. It looks solid. Immovable. A
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