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Content Warning

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, power imbalance, stalking, surveillance, parental abuse (past), murder (off-page), grief, toxic attraction, morally grey characters, explicit language, violence, and dark romantic 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.

I did not fall in love. I walked into it, knowing. The water was black and the current was stronger than I was, and I waded in anyway, because drowning with him sounded better than breathing without.

— Margaux Ellery, The Salt Meridian

For the ones who stayed on the dock when they should have run. 

You know who you are.
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Prologue
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CADE

The dead don't leave clean. They leave boxes.

My father left eleven of them, stacked in the dock house like cargo he'd meant to ship but never got around to labeling. Eleven boxes of water-warped paper, rusted tools, half-empty bottles of bourbon that had gone the color of iodine. Two years sitting in a room that smelled like wet rope and kerosene, and nobody had touched them. Not the lawyer. Not Marsh. Not me.

Until tonight.

I pulled the first box off the stack and set it on the floor. The cardboard sagged under its own weight, soft as skin from the damp that never left this building. Outside, the harbor was doing what it always did after dark—going quiet in a way that felt less like peace and more like the held breath before a bad answer. The tide slapped against the pilings. A halyard clinked somewhere down the dock, arrhythmic, insistent, the kind of sound that stopped being a sound after long enough and became part of your pulse.

I opened the box.

Receipts. Fuel logs. A tide chart from 2019 with dates circled in pencil that didn’t correspond to anything I could identify. A photograph of the Carolyn May—his first boat, the one he crewed before he bought the wharf—docked at a harbor I didn’t recognize. And beneath all of it, a second photograph, face down.

I turned it over.

My father stood on this same dock, maybe fifteen years ago, squinting against sun. Younger. His shoulders hadn’t started curving yet, and his face hadn’t set into that permanent expression of a man keeping count of what was owed to him. He was almost smiling. I’d forgotten he could do that.

Beside him stood a woman I’d never seen.

She was tall, dark-haired, laughing at something outside the frame. A windbreaker too big for her, sleeves pushed to the elbows, one hand on the dock railing and the other holding a notebook against her chest like a shield. She wasn’t looking at the camera. She was looking at the water with the kind of attention most people reserved for the faces of people they loved.

On the back, in my father’s handwriting: LC. June 2011.

LC. Two letters. No name. No context. Just the initials of someone my father had stood beside on this dock with something close to happiness on his face, which was remarkable, because Harlan Morrow and happiness had a relationship best described as mutual restraint.

I set the photograph on the workbench beside the kerosene lamp and stared at it until the woman’s face blurred into shadow and grain. Then I pocketed it. I didn’t know why. I didn’t know what it meant. But I’d learned something about my father’s boxes over the past two years: the things he’d hidden deliberately were always smaller than the things he’d hidden by accident. A smuggler hides the cargo. But the manifest—the real one, the one that tells you what the cargo is—gets left in a drawer because it never occurs to him that someone will look.

I was looking.

I went through three more boxes. More receipts. A broken barometer. A set of charts with depths hand-corrected in margins. A logbook from 2013 with entries so sparse and coded they could have been weather notes or confessions—I couldn’t tell. I bagged the logbook. Put it with the photograph and the tide chart and the other fragments I’d been collecting for months, building a picture of a man I’d lived with for eighteen years and never understood.

Harlan Morrow drowned on a Tuesday in October, two years ago. His boat, the Artemis, went down four miles off Cairn Point in weather that wasn’t bad enough to explain it. The Coast Guard called it mechanical failure. The insurance company called it negligence. The town called it a tragedy, in that particular tone coastal people use when they mean a tragedy they’d been expecting.

I called it wrong.

Not the death. The explanation. My father was a lot of things—violent, silent, capable of a cruelty so controlled it felt architectural—but he was not careless with boats. He’d checked the Artemis’s hull himself the week before. I’d seen his hands on the engine, sure and methodical, the same hands that could split a lip with no warning and then pour a perfect cup of coffee the next morning as if nothing had happened.

Something took him down. Something or someone.

I didn’t have proof. Not yet. But I had eleven boxes and a photograph of a woman whose initials my father had preserved and whose face he’d never mentioned, and I had a furious, coiled patience — the patience of a man who’d spent two years staring at a drowning he didn’t believe.

I was putting the fourth box back when I heard the engine.

Not a boat I recognized. Not one of the harbor regulars—those engines I could name by sound the way other people identified birdsong, each one tuned to a frequency I’d absorbed through decades of living at the edge of water. This was different. A diesel, running rough, coming from the south. Coming in.

I went to the dock house window. Wiped the salt film with my sleeve and looked out.

A vessel was rounding the breakwater. Thirty-eight, maybe forty feet. An older model, converted fishing hull, riding low enough to suggest she was loaded for a stay. Running lights on, which meant she was legal, or at least performing legality. She was making for the far end of the wharf.

My wharf. Berth 7. The berth I hadn’t rented out since my father died because I hadn’t rented out anything since my father died, because the wharf was mine now and I’d earned the right to let it rot in peace if I wanted.

I watched the boat slide alongside the dock with the careful hesitation of someone who didn’t know the harbor but knew how to read water. The engine cut. Silence rushed in to fill the space. Then a figure emerged from the wheelhouse and stepped onto my dock.

I couldn’t see much. Dark hair under a knit cap. A frame that suggested more endurance than size. The efficient, unsentimental movements of a person who had done this a thousand times and didn’t need an audience for it.

She—and it was a woman, I could tell by the way she held the bow line, two-handed, with a grip that was precise rather than strong—tied off to my cleat and stood there for a moment, hands on her hips, surveying the dock like she was deciding whether it met her standards.

I stood in the dark of the dock house with my father’s photograph in my pocket and watched a stranger make herself at home on the only piece of the world I had left.

Then I went outside.

Act I

THE SHALLOWS
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Chapter 1
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Trespass

WREN

The lease said Berth 7, Morrow’s Wharf. The berth said go to hell.

Not in those words. In the language of neglect—rotten dock planks, a fuel pump padlocked shut, and a rusted cleat that snapped when I tied the Leda’s bow line, nearly sending me into water cold enough to stop a heart. Cairn Harbor at dusk looked less like a town and more like a threat the fog was making. I’d driven nine hours from Portland on gas station coffee and a granola bar that tasted like compressed regret, and now I was kneeling on a dock that wanted to eat my kneecaps, tying off to a second cleat I didn’t trust, in a harbor that smelled like diesel and kelp and something dead the gulls hadn’t finished with.

Paradise.

Berth 7 was the last slot on the wharf, exposed to the open water, sheltered by nothing. The mountains behind the town were black cutouts against a sky that couldn’t commit to a color. Population: maybe four hundred. Maybe fewer, depending on how you defined living. I’d found the place on a nautical chart six months ago and spent every week since then telling myself this was professional. Strategic. A salvage diver goes where the wrecks are, and the wrecks were here, scattered across the ocean floor off Cairn Point like dropped coins.

That was the version I told people. The version I told myself was messier, and I’d gotten good at not looking at it directly, the way you don’t look at the sun or at the thing sitting at the center of your chest that has been driving every decision you’ve made since you were sixteen years old.

I finished the stern line, stood up, and stretched the nine hours of highway out of my spine. The Leda rocked gently beneath me, her hull ticking against the fenders. She was a 1988 Novi, converted from a crab boat, and she was the most reliable relationship I’d ever had. Forty feet of fiberglass and stubbornness. I’d rebuilt her engine myself in a boatyard in Astoria while a guy named Rick watched from a lawn chair and told me I was doing it wrong. I wasn’t doing it wrong. Rick just didn’t like watching a woman do it at all.

The lease was legitimate. Signed six weeks ago by Gerald Kemp, estate attorney for one Harlan Morrow, deceased, who had owned this wharf and apparently everything attached to it, including Berth 7, including the fuel pump, including the dock house at the end of the pier that looked like it had been through at least two wars and a divorce. Six months, paid in advance, non-negotiable. I had the document in a waterproof sleeve in my nav station because I wasn’t stupid and I’d been cheated before.

I was below deck, pulling a fleece over my head and debating whether the town had anything resembling food, when the dock shook.

Boots. Heavy ones. The kind of stride that doesn’t adjust for other people.

I came up through the companionway and there he was, standing at the edge of Berth 7 with his arms crossed and a face that suggested I was the worst thing that had happened to his Tuesday. Maybe his whole month.

Tall. That was the first thing. Not just tall—present. The kind of height that reorganized the space around it, so the dock felt narrower and the sky felt lower and I was suddenly aware of the exact distance between his boots and my bare feet. Dark hair, stiff with salt, like he’d been on the water today and hadn’t bothered to wash it out. A jaw that could have been cut from the same basalt as the breakwater. And a scar—thin, white, deliberate-looking—that split his left eyebrow into a question he hadn’t asked yet.

But his hands. That’s what I noticed, because I notice hands the way a locksmith notices doors. They tell you what a person does for a living and what they’d do if you crossed them. His were large, scarred across the knuckles, calloused in patterns that came from rope and winch work and years of holding things that fought back. He had them crossed over his chest now, forearms rigid, and the posture said less I’m waiting and more I’ve already decided.

"You’re on my dock," he said.

His voice matched the rest of him—low, unhurried, with a flatness that said he’d never needed to raise his volume because he’d never needed to.

"I’m on my berth," I said. "There’s a difference."

"No. There isn’t."

He unfolded his arms. Took a step closer. Not threatening, exactly—not the way a fist is threatening. More like the way weather is threatening. Something large and indifferent that didn’t care whether you were ready for it.

"Berth 7 is part of Morrow’s Wharf," he said. "Morrow’s Wharf is mine. Which makes Berth 7 mine. Which makes whatever’s tied to it my problem."

"Then you should talk to your estate attorney. Gerald Kemp. He signed the lease."

Something moved behind his eyes. Not surprise—more like a flicker of cold, a reaction that told me Gerald Kemp was going to have a very unpleasant phone call in the morning.

"Kemp," he said, "doesn’t have the authority to lease my property."

"Kemp has power of attorney over the Morrow estate. Which, last I checked, includes this wharf, that dock house, and every berth attached to them." I kept my voice level. Conversational. Like we were discussing the weather and not the square footage of his rage. "I have the document. Would you like to see it?"

"I’d like you to leave."

"I’d like a hot shower and a meal that didn’t come from a gas station, but we don’t always get what we want."

His mouth did something that wasn’t a smile. It was closer to the expression of a man discovering a new species of problem—one he hadn’t prepared for and resented on principle.

"You’re not staying," he said.

"Six months. Paid in advance. Non-negotiable."

"Everything’s negotiable."

"Not a signed lease." I pulled myself up onto the dock, which required stepping close enough to him that I could smell salt and diesel and something woody beneath it—cedar, maybe, or smoke. He didn’t step back. I didn’t expect him to. Men like this measured the world in ground held and ground surrendered, and he wasn’t surrendering an inch of his own dock.

I met his eyes. Gray. Not the soft gray of fog or ash—the flat, opaque gray of the harbor itself when the sky pressed down on it. The kind of gray that told you nothing and dared you to ask.

"I’m Wren Calloway," I said. "I’m a salvage diver. I’ll be working out of Berth 7 for the next six months. I’m quiet, I’m clean, and I won’t bother you if you don’t bother me."

"Cade Morrow," he said, as if the name were a door closing. "And you will absolutely bother me."

He looked at the Leda. Looked at her the way you’d look at a stray animal that had wandered into your yard—assessing not affection but inconvenience.

"Be gone by morning," he said.

"I’ll see you in court."

He held my gaze for another three seconds. I counted. Then he turned and walked back down the dock with the same heavy, certain stride, and I stood there in the dark with my heart doing something I refused to acknowledge and my bare feet going numb on the wet wood.

Inside the Leda, I locked the companionway hatch—which I never did, because I’d learned a long time ago that locks only keep out the people who were already going to leave you alone—and sat on my bunk and pulled out the waterproof sleeve with the lease.

Six months. That was all I needed.

I tucked a strand of hair behind my left ear and read the terms again in the yellow light of the nav station, and I told myself the tremor in my hands was from the cold.
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Chapter 2
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Keelhaul

CADE

I called Kemp at six in the morning because I wanted him uncomfortable.

He picked up on the fourth ring, voice thick with sleep, and I let the silence sit for two full seconds before I said his name. Gerald Kemp was a man who operated best with advance warning, formal letterhead, and a conference table between himself and the person he was disappointing. I was offering him none of those things.

"You leased Berth 7," I said.

A pause. Rustling. The sound of a man rearranging himself into the version that wore suits and spoke in measured, billable sentences. "Cade. Good morning. I—yes. Yes, I did. I meant to inform you—"

"When?"

"The tenant contacted my office six weeks ago. The estate still holds the wharf property, and as executor, I have the authority to—"

"You have the authority to manage the estate. Not to fill my dock with strangers."

"She’s not a stranger, she’s a—a licensed commercial diver. Legitimate business. The berth was sitting empty, Cade. It’s been sitting empty for two years. The lease generates revenue for the estate, which, I should remind you, is still carrying your father’s debts."

I stood at the dock house window with the phone pressed to my ear and looked out at Berth 7, where the Leda sat in the early gray light like a stray that had claimed the porch. She—the boat, not the woman, though the distinction was already blurring in ways I didn’t care to examine—had a scrubbed, practical look. No vanity. No decorative hardware. A working vessel owned by someone who worked.

"Break the lease," I said.

"I can’t. It’s binding."

"Everything breaks."

"Not this. Not without cause. She’s paid six months in advance, Cade. She’s within every term. If you try to evict her, she’ll take you to court and she’ll win, and the estate will pay her legal fees on top of damages. I’m advising you, as your attorney, to let this one go."

I hung up without answering because there was nothing left to say that wouldn’t qualify as a threat, and I’d learned from my father that threats you couldn’t execute were just noise.

Marsh arrived at seven with two coffees and the expression of a man who’d already heard.

"New neighbor," he said, handing me the cup.

"Trespasser."

"June says she came into The Helm last night. Asked about food. Ordered chowder and a beer. Sat in the corner and didn’t talk to anybody." He leaned against the dock house doorframe, which groaned under his weight, and watched the Leda with the open, uncomplicated curiosity that was his default setting. Marsh was six-three, two hundred and thirty pounds, and had the emotional temperament of a retriever. He was also the best deckhand on the coast and the only person whose company I could tolerate for more than three hours at a stretch. "She’s pretty."

"She’s a problem."

"Those aren’t mutually exclusive." He grinned. I didn’t. "What’s her deal? Salvage?"

"That’s what she says."

"You don’t believe her?"

I drank my coffee and didn’t answer, which Marsh correctly interpreted as no, I don’t believe her, but I don’t have proof yet, and if you ask me one more question I’ll throw you off the dock.

He stayed anyway. That was the other thing about Marsh—he was immune to the silences that drove other people away. He’d grown up with me. He knew the difference between my silence that meant leave and my silence that meant stay but shut up. Today was the second kind, and he read it correctly, because he sat on an overturned crate and drank his coffee and didn’t say another word until she appeared.

She came up through the Leda’s companionway at seven-forty-five. Different from last night. She’d slept, and it showed in the looseness of her posture, the way she moved without the clenched efficiency of someone performing competence at the end of a long drive. Her hair was in a braid again, dark auburn, and she wore a flannel shirt open over a tank top and jeans tucked into rubber boots. No makeup. No effort toward an attractiveness that asked to be noticed.

She was attractive anyway, which irritated me in a way I chose not to analyze.

She saw us watching from the dock house and lifted her chin in a nod that managed to communicate acknowledgment and dismissal simultaneously. Then she turned her back to us and started working on something at the Leda’s stern. A winch mechanism, from the look of it. She had a wrench in her right hand and a rag draped over her shoulder, and she moved with the focused, unhurried precision of someone who’d done this work alone for a long time and preferred it that way.

"She doesn’t seem like a problem," Marsh said.

"Give it time."

I watched her for another minute. Watched her hands—smaller than mine, obviously, but capable, sure, knowing where to apply force and where to finesse. She was rebuilding the winch bearing. Doing it correctly. Doing it, in fact, the way my father had taught me to do it, which was the way anyone taught themselves who’d spent enough time on the water to know that the ocean doesn’t forgive sloppy maintenance.

I went inside the dock house and shut the door.

The padlock for the fuel pump stayed locked. The access road gate stayed chained at the narrow point where her truck would need to pass to load or unload gear. The generator I used for the dock lights—I ran it at five a.m. the next morning, and the morning after that, close enough to the Leda that the diesel rattle would carry through her hull like a headache.

Petty. Calculated. The kind of campaign that doesn’t leave evidence but makes a point with the persistence of water on stone. I wasn’t proud of it. But I wasn’t trying to be proud. I was trying to make the problem go away without generating a confrontation that would give her legal standing.

She didn’t react.

Three days of locked fuel pumps and dawn generators and a gate she had to park beyond and haul her gear an extra two hundred yards from, and she didn’t say a single word about any of it. She found a workaround for the fuel—bought jerry cans at the hardware store and carried them down the dock herself, forty pounds per trip, face blank, braid swinging. She adapted to the gate by making the haul in the dark before I was up, so by the time I got to the dock house at six, her gear was already stowed and she was below deck or on the water. And the generator? She wore earplugs. I saw the orange foam poking out of her ears when she came up on deck one morning, and she looked at me across thirty feet of dock and gave me a smile that had no warmth in it whatsoever, just a perfect, surgical clarity that said: I know what you’re doing, and it isn’t working, and this is what it looks like when someone refuses to give you the fight you
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