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The shop door stuck the way it always did when the weather couldn’t commit.

Which, in coastal Maine in early spring, was basically every day that ended in “y”.

I leaned my shoulder into the painted wood and pushed, feeling it give a fraction of an inch, then stop again like it had decided to test my dedication to boat restoration, entrepreneurship, and basic upper-body strength.

“Come on,” I muttered. “We both know I’m going to win. I have coffee coming.”

That was not a lie. It was also, possibly, the most motivating sentence I could say before eight a.m.

The door finally surrendered with a damp sigh, and I stepped inside Tidemark Boatworks—my shop, my livelihood, and the place where my nervous system went to do cardio. The air hit me in layers: sharp sweet varnish, old sawdust, a faint smear of engine oil, and under it all, salt—cold, clean, and a little judgmental.

Launch Week.

Those two words might as well have been stamped on my forehead. Launch Week meant the yard would be chaos and optimism and people asking questions like, “So you’re sure it won’t sink?” like sinking was a quirky personality trait some boats had and not, you know, the ocean doing what the ocean does.

I flicked on the overhead lights. They hummed, flickered once like a drama queen, and then settled. Somewhere in the building, metal contracted with a ping. The space heater by the office made a sound like an asthmatic accordion when I clicked it on, which felt reassuring in a weird way. At least one thing in my life was honest about struggling.

I dropped my bag on the little desk in the office corner, stared at the Launch Week checklist taped to the wall, and immediately felt my brain try to leap ahead to the part where everything went wrong.

I had learned—painfully—that my mind loved a montage.

It loved fast-forwarding through all the calm parts of a day and landing right on the disaster like it was a destination. And Salvage Bay did not help, because this town had a talent for taking a normal Tuesday and making it a story people whispered about later.

So I made myself do what I always did: start with the first thing.

I uncapped my Sharpie, added a new line to the top of the checklist, and tried to make it sound like a real task.

Breathe.

That was when my phone buzzed in my pocket, and my heart jumped so hard I almost dropped the Sharpie.

Which is ridiculous. It was a text, not a tidal wave.

SIMONE: Five minutes. Don’t start without coffee.

Warmth spread through me like someone had turned on a light in my chest. Simone’s texts did that. She didn’t send hearts or exclamation points or anything that looked like it belonged on a throw pillow. She sent practical affection. The kind you could build a house with.

I typed back: ME: I would never. I respect myself too much.

SIMONE: That’s not what your face says when you lie.

ME: You can’t see my face.

SIMONE: I know your face.

I smiled despite myself. It was small, but it counted. Then the typing dots appeared.

SIMONE: Also. Don’t get adopted by a crisis before noon.

I stared at that for a second, because it was funny, yes, but it was also... accurate. Crises loved me. Or maybe I loved them. It was hard to tell the difference sometimes, and my therapist back in Boston would absolutely have had notes.

ME: I make no promises.

I shoved the phone back into my pocket before I could start composing a novel-length response about how I was a responsible adult and definitely not the kind of woman who would adopt a crisis, name it, and start feeding it three times a day.

Then I did my morning circuit, because routine was the only leash my anxiety respected.

Sink: still dripping.

Tool cabinet: locked.

Drill batteries: one blinking red like it was personally offended I’d asked it to exist.

Floor: gritty with yesterday’s sanding dust no matter how many times I swept, because wood dust had opinions and they were, “I live here now.”

Outside, through the big windows, the yard sat under that pale gray coastal light that made everything look like a photograph someone hadn’t finished developing. Boats on cradles. Tarps snapping. A gull screaming a complaint into the wind. Somewhere down by the working harbor, I heard the low, steady rumble of a diesel engine turning over—comforting and ominous at the same time.

I grabbed my clipboard—yes, I was now the kind of person who owned multiple clipboards, and no, I was not okay about it—and stepped outside.

The wind hit me immediately, cold and wet and determined to get into every gap in my coat. It smelled like rope and brine and the faint tang of fuel. The kind of smell that said, Work happens here. Honest work. Also you might lose a glove if you’re not careful.

My boots crunched on gravel as I crossed the yard toward the restoration bay, where my biggest Launch Week priority waited.

She was a thirty-two-foot wooden sloop with lines that made my chest go tight in a good way—classic, elegant, the kind of boat people fell in love with and then spent years paying for that love in checks and splinters. When she’d arrived, she’d looked exhausted. Rot in the seams. Varnish gone dull. Wiring that made me swear under my breath.

Now her topsides shone with fresh varnish so glossy it reflected the sky in a rippled, watery mirror. The wood felt smooth under my fingertips, but not slippery. Just... cared for.

I ran my hand along the rail and let myself have half a second of pride.

Then my brain immediately followed with: Don’t get cocky. Boats hate cocky.

“Okay,” I told the sloop, because talking to boats was normal in my world and also because it kept my thoughts from spinning. “We’re going to do a smooth launch. No drama. No surprises. You and me.”

A tarp snapped hard in the wind like the universe laughing.

I started with the nav lights. It was a small thing, but small things had ruined bigger days. I flipped the switch and walked the length of the dock, squinting into the gray morning.

Port: glowing.

Starboard: glowing.

Stern: glowing.

Masthead: glowing.

A quiet relief loosened something in my ribs. I didn’t celebrate. I’d learned to accept victories like you accept a compliment from someone who rarely gives them: briefly, suspiciously, and without making eye contact.

Next: bilge.

I lifted the hatch. Cold damp air rose up, smelling like old water and wood and the faint metallic tang of screws. I leaned in with my flashlight, beam cutting through the dark.

Dry.

Clean.

No stray zip ties or abandoned washers. I’d left it the way I wanted it, which meant I could sleep a little better at night—except I never did, because my brain loved to inventory worst-case scenarios like it was being paid.

I tested the float switch. The pump kicked on, whirring, and a thin stream of water shot out through the discharge. It sounded... right.

“See?” I told the boat. “We’re fine.”

That was when the yard gate squealed open behind me.

I turned just as Simone walked in, carrying a cardboard drink carrier in one hand and a paper bag in the other. She moved through the wind like she had negotiated a private treaty with weather. Her dark hair was pulled back. Her expression was calm. Not blank—just calm, which was a different thing. Simone’s calm wasn’t absence of feeling. It was control of it.

She crossed the yard and handed me a coffee like she was putting a tool into my hand. Necessary equipment. Non-negotiable.

“Drink,” she said.

“Yes, ma’am,” I said, because it was the safest answer.

The coffee was hot and bitter and beautiful. It hit my bloodstream like a small miracle.

Simone handed me the bag next. “Food. Eat something that isn’t panic.”

“I’m not panicking,” I said automatically, because denial was my first hobby.

Simone looked at me.

I sighed. “Okay. I’m pre-panicking.”

“That tracks.”

She leaned in and kissed my cheek, quick and familiar, the kind of affection that didn’t demand attention but still changed the temperature of my whole day. I wanted to hold on to her sleeve and ask her to stay, but Simone staying wasn’t what helped me. Simone believing I could handle things was what helped me.

“Launch Week,” she said, like it was a diagnosis.

“Launch Week,” I echoed, like I was agreeing to treatment.

Simone’s gaze flicked over my clipboard. “How many checklists is too many?”

“There is no such number,” I said, and then softer, because I could be honest with her in a way I wasn’t always honest with myself: “I had a weird guy show up earlier.”

Simone’s eyes sharpened by half a degree. If Simone had been a knife, this was the moment she stopped being decorative.

“Define weird.”

“Clipboard weird,” I said. “Demanding weird. ‘I have authority’ weird.”

Simone didn’t ask if I was okay. She didn’t coddle. She simply said, “Name?”

“Elias Ward.”

Something moved over Simone’s face—small, fast, like a shadow of recognition or maybe just dislike.

“Okay,” she said, and her voice went calm in a different way. “Eat. Then tell me.”

I opened the bag with fingers already stiff from cold and pulled out a breakfast sandwich wrapped in foil.

“Also,” Simone added, “don’t get adopted by a crisis before noon.”

“I make no promises.”

“Try harder.”

“Bossy.”

“Accurate.”

She kissed me again, then stepped back. “I have a lunch rush waiting to eat me alive.”

“Go be competent at soup,” I said, because it was our language.

Simone’s mouth twitched. “I’m competent at everything.”

“You’re terrifying.”

She turned to leave, then glanced back over her shoulder. “Text me if anything feels off.”

It already did. But I nodded anyway. “Okay.”

Simone walked out of the yard, and I watched her go until the wind shifted and I had to blink against the sting in my eyes.

Then Pixie appeared, because of course he did.

He hopped up onto the nearest toolbench, settled onto a folded tarp like it was a velvet cushion, and looked at me with the expression of a creature who had never once paid rent and still felt entitled to an opinion about how I ran my business.

“Good morning,” I told him.

Pixie blinked slowly and tucked his paws under himself, becoming a statue.

“Cool,” I said. “Great talk.”

I went back to the sloop, chewing my sandwich, doing the battery check, then the through-hulls, then the seacocks—hands working automatically while my mind tried not to rewind the earlier interaction with Elias like it was a song stuck on repeat.

Because he had been wrong. He had to be wrong.

My paperwork was clean. My documentation was certified. I didn’t do messy. Boats were messy enough without people making paper messy on purpose.

I was halfway through checking the rigging tension when I heard footsteps again—heavier than Simone’s, not familiar, moving with the kind of confidence that didn’t come from belonging here but from assuming no one would stop him.

I straightened and turned.

Elias Ward was walking across my yard like it was his.

He wore a navy windbreaker with a logo I didn’t recognize, jeans that looked too new for gravel, and boots that hadn’t met boatyard mud. Clipboard in hand. Of course.

He didn’t pause at the edge of my space. He kept coming until he was close enough that I could see the salt speckled on his jacket and the way his eyes were already locked onto the sloop, as if the boat had personally insulted him.

“Morning,” he said, but it wasn’t a greeting. It was a preamble.

“Morning,” I said, because my mother had raised me to be polite even when I wanted to throw someone into the harbor. “Can I help you?”

“Elias Ward,” he said, like I hadn’t just said his name to Simone five minutes ago.

“I know,” I said. “You already introduced yourself this morning. Still no appointment.”

“This isn’t social,” he said. “This is professional. I need access to that hull and its salvage paperwork.”

My stomach did that small, cold drop again.

“Okay,” I said carefully, keeping my voice even. “Who are you representing?”

Elias didn’t answer. Instead, he stepped closer, angling his body like he was about to climb aboard.

My hand went up, palm out, instinctive boundary.

“Before you step onto a client’s boat,” I said, “you tell me who you are, who you work for, and why you’re here.”

Elias’s eyes flicked to my hand like it was an obstacle he hadn’t expected from a woman in work gloves.

“My client,” he said, tapping his clipboard once, “has a vested interest in the vessel’s salvage history.”

“That’s vague on purpose,” I said, because my mouth was faster than my fear.

Elias’s jaw tightened. “What’s vague is the salvage tag you’re using.”

The words hit like a shove.

“What do you mean?” I asked, and hated how quickly my heart began to race. Like my body was sprinting ahead to warn Future Me.

Elias turned his clipboard slightly so I could see the top line.

A salvage tag number written in crisp block letters. Not the number in my file. Not even close.

“That’s not her tag,” I said before I could stop myself.

Elias looked up slowly. “Isn’t it?”

“No,” I said, and my voice came out sharper. “Her documentation—”

“Show me,” he cut in.

“Not out here,” I said. “In the office.”

Elias didn’t move. “Now.”

Launch Week wind snapped a tarp hard behind him. The sound made me flinch, which I resented immediately. I was not a flincher. I fixed boats. I handled splinters and solvents and customers who thought YouTube made them experts.

I also handled men who tried to push.

“Fine,” I said, because I needed to see my paperwork with my own eyes before my anxiety made up its own version. “Office. Follow me.”

He did, close behind, like he was making sure I didn’t detour into hiding.

Inside, the heater had warmed the air a fraction, but the office still smelled like damp paper and coffee and the faint mildew of coastal life. I yanked open the file drawer and pulled the sloop’s folder, thick with receipts, photos, notes, and the certified salvage documentation.

I set it on the desk and tried to keep my hands steady.

Elias leaned in immediately, too close, flipping through the papers with efficient impatience.

“Where’s the original?” he asked.

“It stays with the owner,” I said. “This is a certified copy.”

“Convenient,” he said.

“Standard,” I corrected.

Elias’s gaze stayed on the page. “Who brought the vessel to you?”

“The owner,” I said.

“Name.”

I swallowed. “I’m not giving you client information without proof you’re authorized to ask.”

Elias’s hand slapped down on the desk—not hard enough to knock anything over, but hard enough to make the pen cup rattle.

Pixie, who had been on the bench, lifted his head. Just once. Attention sharpened.

Elias lowered his voice. “If this boat goes in the water under the wrong salvage identity, you will have a bigger problem than my client’s curiosity.”

Anger flared through my fear, hot and immediate.

“Why are you here?” I demanded. “What do you actually want?”

Elias finally looked at me, and something in his expression shifted—not softer, but more focused, like he’d been waiting for me to ask the right question.

He turned the clipboard toward me fully.

The number again. Clean. Certain.

Under it, a smaller notation that made my stomach twist: Restricted Cove — inquiry pending.

“What is that?” I asked, and my voice went thin despite my best efforts.

Elias tapped the number with his pen. “That tag belongs to a different hull.”

I stared at it, then at my paperwork, then back again.

Different hull meant wrong identity.

Wrong identity meant fraud or error.

Fraud meant someone lied.

And lying about salvage history was not the kind of lie you told for fun.

“How do you know?” I asked.

“Because I’ve seen the registry,” Elias said, like registries were something everyone casually browsed between breakfast and lunch.

“Whose registry?” I snapped. “You keep talking like you’re the coast guard.”

“My job is to know what’s real,” he said. “Your job is to make things look real.”

The insult landed. My cheeks heated. My hand tightened on the edge of the desk.

“My job,” I said, controlled, “is to restore boats. If you want to accuse someone of falsifying salvage paperwork, do it with authorities present. Not in my office. Not during Launch Week.”

Elias shut the folder with deliberate slowness, like closing a lid.

“Fine,” he said. “Then I’ll make this simple.”

He pulled a business card from his pocket and flicked it onto my desk.

ELIAS WARD

Marine Surveyor / Salvage Consultant

Phone number. Email. Logo.

“My client,” he said, “will be contacting you. You’ll grant access. Or you’ll be explaining, publicly, why you restored a boat under the wrong tag.”

“I didn’t,” I said, and now my voice shook with anger more than fear. “I restored her under the documentation provided.”

Elias’s gaze moved past me, through the window, to the sloop in the yard. He looked at her like she was a problem that had personally insulted him.

“Then you should hope,” he said, “that you weren’t lied to.”

He turned and left, the office door swinging behind him like punctuation.

For a second, I couldn’t move. My hands were clenched at my sides so hard my fingers ached.

Pixie hopped down and crossed the shop floor with quiet purpose. He paused in the office doorway and sat, small body perfectly placed like he was guarding the threshold.

“Don’t,” I told him. “Don’t you start with your judgment.”

Pixie blinked once, slow and infuriatingly calm.

I picked up Elias’s business card and stared at it as if it might explain itself. Then I put it down, because I didn’t want his name on my desk.

I opened the boat’s folder again and went straight to the salvage documentation. The number there was clear. Certified. Official in that comforting way official things always were—until they weren’t.

I compared it to Elias’s number.

They were not the same.

Not even close.

My throat tightened. I flipped to the photo section—pictures from the day the boat arrived, before we stripped her down to honest wood.

One photo was a close-up of the transom, grime-streaked, the old registration numbers half-faded like a bruise.

I leaned closer until my breath fogged the glossy print.

The registration number in the photo matched the documentation in my file.

So the paperwork and the boat agreed with each other.

Which meant either Elias was wrong...

...or Elias was right and I had no idea what I was standing on.

Outside, the wind picked up and snapped a tarp like an impatient hand.

A truck rolled in at the gate—first customer of the day, probably, ready to ask me if I could “just” do something simple, like simple existed during Launch Week.

I looked out at the sloop, her varnished hull bright against the gray morning, and tried to steady my breathing.

Smooth start. Boats. Checklists. Coffee.

And then I saw Elias again, standing near her bow with his clipboard, head tilted like he was listening for something only he could hear.

Elias’s eyes landed on my restored hull like it had personally offended him.
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The Mooring looked like it was doing that thing restaurants do when they’re slammed but pretending they’re fine.

You know—lights warm, chalkboard specials charming, servers smiling like their cheeks don’t hurt. Meanwhile the air is thick with fryer oil and clam brine and the kind of frantic energy that makes you want to apologize just for walking in.

The bell over the door chimed when I stepped inside, and a gust of cold harbor air followed me like an unwanted plus-one.

Every table was full. Every chair was occupied. Every human being in the room seemed to be talking at once, as if Launch Week came with an unspoken requirement to process your feelings out loud with bread.

I paused just inside the door, shifting my weight from one boot to the other, because I was trying very hard to be a normal girlfriend arriving for a normal lunch. Not a woman whose morning had been hijacked by a clipboard-wielding stranger who’d implied my whole restoration project might be based on a lie.

Normal lunch. Normal lunch. Normal—

A server in black hurried past me with a tray balanced on one palm like a magician. “Two chowders, one haddock sandwich, watch your elbows,” she called over her shoulder, and I flattened myself against the wall to avoid being taken out by soup.

Then I spotted Simone.

She was behind the service counter, hair pulled back, sleeves rolled to her elbows, moving with that calm efficiency that made me want to install her in my shop like a safety feature. She wasn’t smiling—Simone didn’t waste facial muscles on performative cheer—but her whole body said I’ve got this. Even in the middle of chaos, she looked like the person chaos would ask permission from.

She glanced up, saw me, and her eyes softened a fraction. Just enough to change my pulse.

She didn’t wave. She didn’t blow me a kiss. She just tilted her head toward a small two-top in the corner—half blocked by a potted plant that had survived on pure spite—and mouthed, Sit.

I sat.

The booth seat was warm from the person who’d just vacated it, and the table had that faint stickiness you get when someone wiped it down in a hurry with a damp rag and prayer. I didn’t mind. I was here for Simone. And possibly to be fed, because my morning had been ninety percent adrenaline and ten percent coffee.

I pulled off my gloves and tucked them into my coat pocket. My hands were still cold, and when I flexed my fingers, they protested like they were filing a formal complaint.

A laminated menu sat in front of me, but I didn’t pick it up. I already knew what I wanted.

I wanted Simone’s calm.

I wanted her to take one look at my face and say something dry and grounding like, “You’re alive, so it wasn’t that dramatic.” Then I wanted her to put a bowl of something hot in front of me and make the world shrink back down to a manageable size.

Instead, the world stayed loud.

From the next table over, two men in knit caps were arguing about prop pitch like it was religion.

“...I’m telling you, you go too aggressive and you’ll burn fuel like it’s free,” one said.

The other snorted. “Fuel is free if you don’t pay taxes.”

“Don’t say that in public,” the first man hissed, glancing around as if the IRS might be hiding behind the sugar packets.

I stared at the salt shaker and tried to become invisible, because in a small town, invisibility was a hobby you could practice but never master. Somebody always knew your face. Somebody always knew your business. And lately my business had started feeling like it belonged to other people.

I pulled out my phone, mostly so I had something to do with my hands, and checked my messages.

No new texts. No new calls. No “unknown number” trying to adopt me into a fresh crisis.

Good.

Then my eyes snagged on the time and my stomach dipped again.

Before lunch.

Elias had said that like it mattered. And then he’d written something about “Restricted Cove” like it was a perfectly normal note to have on a clipboard. Like it wasn’t a phrase that made people in Salvage Bay go quiet or change the subject or pretend they had somewhere else to be.

I told myself—again—that he was probably wrong.

Or he was doing that thing men with clipboards did, where they threw around jargon to make you doubt your own competence. I restored boats. I knew what I was doing. I had paperwork. Certified paperwork.

Still, my brain supplied a helpful image of my sloop slipping into the water under the wrong identity and immediately being swarmed by men in uniforms pointing and shaking their heads while the whole harbor watched me fail in high definition.

I exhaled through my nose. Okay. Normal lunch. Not a courtroom fantasy.

A shadow fell over my table.

“Water?” a different server asked, already holding a pitcher.

“Yes, please,” I said, because hydration felt like the only responsible decision I’d made all day.

She poured, set the glass down, and then leaned in slightly, eyes flicking toward the kitchen. “Simone’s in the weeds,” she said in a low voice, like it was a warning.

“I can tell,” I murmured, watching Simone slide a plate onto a tray without looking at it, like she had eyes in her fingertips.

The server glanced at me again. “You’re Maren, right?”

Ah. There it was. Invisibility failing.

“Yeah,” I said. “Hi.”

She nodded like she’d checked a box. “You want the usual?”

I blinked. “Do I have a usual?”

She smiled. “You do now. Fish tacos. No cilantro. Extra lime.”

I stared at her, because that was... accurate. And slightly alarming.

“Sure,” I said. “That sounds... great.”

“Got it,” she said, already turning away. “If you need anything, wave. Or don’t. Everyone’s waving today.”

She disappeared into the rush.

I took a sip of water and immediately regretted it, because it was ice cold and made my teeth hurt, which felt like too much sensation for one moment. But the sting did pull me out of my own head, which was helpful.

For about ten seconds.

Then the older woman at the next table leaned back in her chair and said loudly, “I don’t care what anybody says, that man was not with insurance.”

The person across from her—a younger woman with her hair in a bun and a scarf wrapped around her neck like armor—snorted. “He told me he was with the harbor office.”

The older woman leaned forward, elbows on table. “He told me he was a surveyor.”

“A surveyor for who?” the younger woman asked, voice sharpened by suspicion and maybe too much coffee. “Because my cousin’s husband does surveys and he doesn’t talk like that.”

My throat tightened. I didn’t turn my head. I pretended to be very interested in the condensation on my water glass.

The older woman’s voice rose. “He had one of those clipboards like he was going to grade us.”

The younger woman laughed once, bitter. “That’s exactly what he did. He asked about the boatyard like he expected it to confess.”

My stomach did a small, cold roll.

Okay. So Elias wasn’t just a problem in my yard. He was a problem in other people’s mouths, too.

I tried to ignore it. Because ignoring was my first hobby. My second hobby was thinking I could handle something alone if I just stared at it hard enough.

And my third hobby, unfortunately, was eavesdropping.

I couldn’t help it. The Mooring was practically built for it. The room was too tight, the tables too close, the voices too overlapping. Gossip didn’t have to travel far. It just had to exist.

The older woman continued. “He came in here earlier. Ordered black coffee. Didn’t drink it.”

“Who doesn’t drink black coffee?” the younger woman said, offended. “That’s like... ordering a boat and not wanting it wet.”

The older woman waved a hand. “He was waiting for someone.”

My pulse picked up.

“For who?” the younger woman asked, leaning in.

The older woman shrugged. “Didn’t see. I was eating.”

The younger woman’s eyes flicked toward the kitchen. “Simone probably saw.”

I almost laughed. Simone saw everything. Not because she was nosy—she genuinely wasn’t—but because she was present in a way most people weren’t. She didn’t drift through life half-listening. She listened with her whole face.

I glanced toward the kitchen again.

Simone was moving fast now, hands flying, head down, jaw set. She slid a bowl onto a tray, then another, then wiped her hands on her apron and turned to speak to someone out of my sight. Her mouth didn’t curve. Her voice didn’t carry. But I could tell by her posture that she was giving someone an instruction they weren’t going to argue with.

Then, as if she felt my eyes on her, she looked up.

Her gaze landed on me, and something softened again—just a flicker. A reminder that she saw me even when the whole room was demanding pieces of her.

She pointed at me—two fingers, quick—and then pointed at her own eyes.

I know. I see you. I’m coming.

My throat tightened for a different reason. I lifted my water glass in a tiny salute.

Simone turned back to her work. The room swallowed her again.

I tried to breathe.

Then the man at the far end of the counter said, loud enough for half the restaurant to hear, “He was out back behind the boatyard office. I saw him.”

Every muscle in my body went still.

My brain tried to pretend I hadn’t heard it. My ears disagreed.

The younger woman’s voice snapped. “Who was?”

“The clipboard guy,” the man said, mouth full of fries, because of course he’d chosen this moment to talk with food in his mouth. “Elias or whatever. He was standing out back with someone like they were doing a deal.”

The older woman made a noise of interest. “Behind Maren’s office?”

“Yeah,” he said. “I was walking past on my way to pick up bait and I saw him. He wasn’t alone.”

My skin prickled.

The younger woman leaned forward. “Who was with him?”

The man shrugged. “Couldn’t see their face. They were tucked behind the corner like they didn’t want to be seen.”

My stomach tightened like I’d swallowed a knot.

I wanted to stand up. I wanted to leave. I wanted to run back to Tidemark and check behind my office, as if evidence might still be sitting there politely waiting for me.

But I also wanted—desperately—to have a normal lunch with Simone.

So I did what I always did when my anxiety offered me two options—panic or pretend—and I chose a third: sit perfectly still and hope the feeling passed.

It did not pass.

A movement at my feet made me glance down.

Pixie had appeared beside my table like a small shadow with whiskers.

He wasn’t supposed to be here. He wasn’t supposed to be anywhere except wherever he felt like being, which was... this, apparently.

He brushed past my boot, tail flicking once like punctuation, and then hopped onto the empty chair across from me with the casual entitlement of a creature who had never once paid for anything in his life.

He sat, curled his paws, and looked at me as if to say, You thought you could come here without me?

“You are not helping,” I whispered.

Pixie blinked slowly.

A server passed and paused. “Oh, hey, Pix,” she said automatically, like she was greeting a coworker. She scratched his head once, quick, and kept moving.

Pixie accepted the attention like a king accepting tribute.

I stared at him, because there was something deeply surreal about my cat acting like he owned a restaurant while I was trying not to dissolve into anxiety in public.

“You have no concept of boundaries,” I told him.

Pixie yawned, wide and elegant, then closed his mouth and resumed judging me.

“Fine,” I muttered. “Stay. But you’re only here once. That’s the rule.”

Pixie did not respond, because Pixie did not acknowledge rules.

Then, as if he’d done his one required appearance and could now exit with dignity, he hopped down, brushed past my leg again, and drifted away between the tables. Gone.

It would have been funny if my stomach wasn’t still clenched.

The conversation behind me continued.

“I’m telling you,” the older woman said, “that man wasn’t here for lunch. He was here for something else.”

“Like what?” the younger woman asked.

“Like trouble,” the older woman said, as if trouble were a menu item you could order.

I squeezed my water glass and tried to focus on the sensation of cold against my palm. Grounding. Sensory. My therapist would be proud.

Or she’d tell me to stop using grounding as a substitute for making decisions.

I checked the kitchen again. Simone was still in motion, but she’d shifted closer to the counter now, trays lined up like an assembly line. When she glanced up this time, her eyes flicked to the space across from me—Pixie’s chair.

Her mouth twitched.

Then she looked back at me, and her gaze sharpened like she could see the thoughts stacked behind my eyes.

She lifted two fingers again—wait—and then pointed toward the far end of the counter where a tray sat.

Food.

Bless Simone. She believed in solving problems in the correct order: feed first, then speak.

A few minutes later, my server swooped in and set down a plate of fish tacos in front of me like she was delivering a life raft. The smell hit me—fried fish, lime, a warm tortilla, cabbage slaw. My stomach growled loud enough that I felt personally betrayed by my own body.

“Here you go,” she said. “Extra lime. No cilantro. Pixie approved.”

I blinked. “Pixie approved?”

She grinned and nodded toward a spot near the counter where Pixie had apparently re-materialized long enough to rub against someone’s leg. “He did his little drive-by. That’s basically a five-star review.”

“Great,” I murmured. “I’ll put that on our website.”

She laughed and darted away.

I picked up a taco and took a bite, and for a moment—just a moment—the world narrowed to crunch and warmth and lime.

Then my brain remembered I was in Salvage Bay, and Salvage Bay did not allow me to enjoy things unchallenged.

Simone finally emerged from the kitchen about ten minutes later, wiping her hands on her apron, face composed but eyes tired. She crossed to my table and slid into the chair Pixie had vacated like it had been reserved.

“Hi,” she said.

“Hi,” I said, and the relief in my voice embarrassed me a little.

Simone’s gaze flicked to my plate. “Eat.”

“I am,” I said quickly, like I could prove it.

“Good,” she said. “Because you look like you tried to chew on your own thoughts and they fought back.”

I swallowed, and it was not just food. “It was a morning.”

Simone nodded once, as if “morning” was a category with subcategories she didn’t need explained. “Elias?”

“Elias,” I confirmed. “Still Elias-ing.”

Simone’s eyes shifted to the room behind me, then back. “Everyone’s Elias-ing.”

My stomach tightened again. “What do you mean?”

Simone reached over and tugged my napkin closer, then set her hand flat on the table between us. Not touching me—just present. A silent anchor.

“Launch Week brings out two things,” she said. “Tourists and opinions.”

“Okay,” I said cautiously.

“And he brought out gossip,” she added.

I tried to laugh. It came out thin. “People are gossiping about him?”

Simone’s mouth didn’t move. “People are gossiping with him. About him. Around him.”

I took another bite of taco, mostly so I had something to do with my mouth besides say, Tell me everything right now.

“I heard,” I said carefully, “that he was behind the boatyard office with someone.”

Simone’s gaze sharpened. “You heard that too.”

The fact that she said too made my stomach drop.

I set the taco down. My appetite didn’t vanish, exactly. It just paused, waiting for danger.

“Okay,” I said. “Talk to me.”

Simone’s expression stayed calm, but there was a muscle in her jaw that tightened once, then released. She was doing that thing she did when she wanted to keep me from spiraling: giving me information like you hand someone a tool—clean, usable, no extra drama.

“I’m not investigating,” she said automatically, because Simone believed that words mattered and labels created obligations.

“I know,” I said. “You’re just... hearing things.”

“I’m hearing things,” she agreed. “Because people say things at food. They can’t help it. They chew and confess.”

“That’s... poetic,” I said.

Simone looked unimpressed. “It’s greasy.”

I exhaled, some tension slipping out.

“Three versions,” Simone said, ticking them off on her fingers. “One: he told Mrs. Pruitt he was with insurance.”

“That sounds like him,” I muttered.

“Two: he told the Marsters kid he was ‘with the harbor.’”

“He is not,” I said firmly, because Dec would have physically thrown him into the water if he tried to claim that.

“Three,” Simone continued, “he told Sam at table nine he was a surveyor. Which is true, but he said it like it gave him permission to be rude.”

“That’s also him,” I said, because at least some things were consistent.

Simone’s eyes stayed on mine. “Those are the stories people repeat. But the detail that stayed the same was where he was before he came in.”

My pulse thudded. “Where.”

Simone glanced toward the kitchen, where a server was waving at her like her hair was on fire. Simone held up one finger—wait—and then looked back at me.

“Out back,” she said. “Behind the boatyard office.”

My throat tightened. “Who told you that?”

Simone’s expression didn’t change. “The same person who told you. Finn’s friend. The one who always eats like he’s afraid the plate will run away.”

My mind flashed to the man with fries. Loud. Confident. Not careful.

“Okay,” I said slowly. “And he saw Elias with someone.”

Simone nodded once. “Yes.”

“Who?”

Simone’s gaze didn’t flinch. “He didn’t see the face.”

Of course he didn’t. Salvage Bay loved a faceless problem. It made everything harder.

“But,” Simone added, and her voice sharpened slightly, “the person was waiting for him.”

My stomach dropped. “Waiting?”

Simone nodded. “He said Elias walked around the corner like he knew exactly where to go. Like it was arranged.”

My hands went cold again. I wrapped my fingers around my water glass, because sensation was better than free-floating panic.

“Okay,” I said. “So Elias met someone behind my office. Before lunch.”

Simone watched me with that steady attention that made me feel both seen and mildly exposed. “Yes.”

“And then he came in here.”

“Yes.”

“And he told three different people three different stories about who he was.”

Simone’s mouth twitched—not quite a smile. “Yes.”

I exhaled, slow. “That’s... bad.”

Simone’s gaze flicked to my plate again. “Eat.”

“I might throw up,” I admitted, because honesty was easier with her.

Simone didn’t react dramatically. She didn’t say, It’ll be fine. She didn’t say, Don’t worry.

She said, “Then take smaller bites.”

I let out a short laugh, surprised by it.

Simone leaned forward slightly, lowering her voice just enough that it felt private without being secretive. “What did he want from you?”

I hesitated. Not because I didn’t trust Simone. Because saying it out loud made it real.

“He wanted access,” I said finally. “To the sloop. And her salvage paperwork.”

Simone’s eyes narrowed a fraction. “And?”

“And he had a tag number on his clipboard that didn’t match mine,” I said, words tumbling faster now that I’d started. “He implied I restored her under the wrong salvage identity.”

Simone’s expression went still. Not shocked—Simone didn’t do shocked. But the air between us changed, like the room had shifted slightly and we were now standing in a different kind of weather.

“That’s not nothing,” she said.

“No,” I agreed, throat tight. “It’s not nothing.”

Simone’s gaze flicked briefly toward the window, toward the harbor beyond, though you couldn’t really see it from this angle. Then she looked back at me.

“Did you call Jonah?” she asked.

I swallowed. “Not yet.”

Simone didn’t scold. She didn’t do that. She just said, “Why.”

Because my reasons were ridiculous. Because I didn’t want to be dramatic. Because I didn’t want to be wrong. Because I didn’t want to be the woman who cried wolf with paperwork.

“Because I didn’t want to...” I started, then stopped, because the honest answer was: because I didn’t want to make it real.

Simone’s voice softened slightly. “Maren.”

I met her eyes.

“You don’t have to be certain to be careful,” she said.

My throat tightened again, but this time it wasn’t just fear. It was the feeling of being held—by her, by her steadiness, by the fact that she didn’t require me to be perfect to deserve safety.

“I know,” I whispered.

Simone’s gaze flicked toward the kitchen again. The server was still waving. Someone was probably dying of hunger at table four. Simone had a job to do.

She stood, but before she did, she reached across the table and brushed her fingers against mine—quick, grounding, like tapping a nail into place.

“Listen,” she said. “I can’t leave
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