The Ferryman's Bride
Flor Nocturna

The Inn at the River's Edge

The river took the light first every evening. Long before the sun went down, the fog came off the water in slow, pale ribbons and wrapped itself around the town of Grey Hollow, softening the edges of the houses, the church steeple, and the narrow road that ended, quite simply, at the dock. Ruth Calloway had lived at the end of that road for nine years, in the inn her aunt had left her, and she still stopped what she was doing to watch the fog arrive. It moved like something that knew where it was going.

The inn was called the Lantern House, and Ruth kept a lamp burning in its front window every night, no matter the season. Travelers came off the mountain road tired and hungry, and they liked a light to walk toward. Ruth cooked for them and sent them on their way in the morning with bread wrapped in cloth. She was thirty-six, and she had built a quiet life out of small, steady kindnesses, though contentment, she had learned, could feel a great deal like waiting.

Beyond the inn, past the garden fence and the leaning boathouse, the river ran wide and dark. There was no bridge in Grey Hollow. There had never been one. The river was crossed only by the ferry, an old flat-bottomed boat with a lantern hung at its prow, and the ferry crossed only at night.

The ferryman's name was Cole.

Ruth had seen him for years without ever truly seeing him. He came with the dusk, poling his boat out of the mist as if the mist itself had shaped him, and he took his passengers across to the far bank, where the road continued into the hills. The passengers were always silent. They stood on the deck with their faces turned forward, never speaking, never looking back at the town they were leaving. Ruth had once asked an old fisherman named Samuel why they never spoke.

"Because the river listens," Samuel had said, and he had said nothing more, as if that were an answer.

Cole never set foot on land. Ruth had watched for it, the way one watches for a small habit in a stranger, and it was true: he stepped from his boat onto the dock boards only as far as the last plank, and no farther. He wore a dark coat and a hat pulled low, and his hands on the pole were steady and strong. Once, in a winter when the river had frozen at the edges, Ruth had left a basket of bread and soup on the dock for him. In the morning it was empty and washed clean, sitting neatly beside the mooring post, and there was no note back.

But that spring, something changed. The fog came thicker than usual, and Ruth began to dream of the river. In the dreams she stood on the dock in her nightdress, the water below her black glass, and a voice she did not know said her name the way you say the name of someone you have been waiting a long time to meet. She woke each time with her heart hammering, and the feeling that the river had been looking at her while she slept.

On the seventh night of those dreams, Ruth did something she had never done. She waited until the inn was quiet and the last guest had gone to bed, and she walked down to the dock in the blue hour, that strange, held-breath time between day and night when the sky is neither light nor dark. The ferry was there, rocking gently, its lantern lit. And Cole was standing at the prow, looking at her.

He was younger than she had expected, or perhaps only less distant. His face was pale in the lantern light, and there was a tiredness in his dark eyes that Ruth recognized at once, because it was the same tiredness she carried in herself: the tiredness of a person who has done one thing, alone, for a very long time.

"You leave food for me," he said. His voice was low and rough from disuse, like a man who had forgotten how often a voice is meant to be used.

"I do," Ruth said. She was surprised at how steady her own voice sounded. "You never say thank you."

A smile touched his mouth, brief and startled, as if smiling were something he had to remember how to do. "Thank you," he said. "Ruth."

She had never told him her name.

The Blue Hour

After that night, Ruth went to the dock every evening at the blue hour. She told herself it was only for a few minutes, only to bring him supper, only because a man who worked all night ought to eat. The truth, which she admitted to herself on the third evening, was simpler and far more dangerous: she went because he was there, and because when he looked at her, the waiting feeling that had lived in her chest for years went quiet.

Cole did not step onto the dock. He stood at the edge of his boat, and Ruth stood at the edge of the dock, and between them there was a gap of dark water no wider than a man's stride. It became their place. She learned that he liked his soup hot enough to steam his glasses, that he had once kept a dog, and that he laughed quietly, with his whole face, when she told him about the guest who had tried to pay for his room with river stones.

He never spoke of the river. When she asked where his passengers went, he said, "Across." When she asked why they never spoke, he said, "They are saving their voices for what comes next." When she asked what came next, he was quiet for a long time, and then he said, "I don't know. I never see what comes next. I only carry them as far as the far bank, and then I come back alone."

There was something in the way he said "alone" that made Ruth's throat tighten. She reached out, without thinking, and put her hand over his where it rested on the gunwale. His hand was cold, so cold that she gasped, and then she did not pull away. He turned his hand over slowly, as if the gesture were new to him, and laced his fingers through hers. His skin warmed, little by little, against her palm, the way a stone warms in sunlight.

"Ruth," he said, and this time her name sounded like a promise.

The river moved beneath them, black and patient, and the lantern swung, and Ruth thought that she had never in her life been so unafraid and so afraid at once.

That night, when she went back to the inn, Samuel was waiting on her porch. "You've been talking to the ferryman," he said. It was not a question.

Ruth lifted her chin. "I bring him supper. There's no harm in that."

Samuel's face was kind and afraid at the same time. "The ferryman is not like you and me. The river keeps him. Every crossing costs something, and the ferryman pays more than anyone. Don't make the river notice you."

"Why? What does the river want?"

But Samuel shook his head and walked away into the fog.

Silent Passengers

The next night, Ruth stayed on the dock longer than usual, hidden in the shadow of the boathouse, and watched the ferry work. She needed to see it with her own eyes, not through the haze of her feelings. What she saw chilled her more than any story Samuel could have told.

The passengers came out of the fog in a line, one by one, as if the mist itself were delivering them. There were six that night: a woman in a grey coat, an old man leaning on a cane, a young man with a soldier's bearing, a pair of women holding hands, and a man in a workman's jacket. None of them spoke. None of them looked at each other. They stepped onto the boat with the careful, dreamlike movements of people walking in their sleep, and they stood facing forward, perfectly still, while Cole poled the boat out into the dark.

Ruth watched until the lantern was a small, wavering point of light in the fog, and then she waited. Nearly an hour later the boat returned, empty, and Cole stood alone at the prow, his shoulders bowed, like a man carrying something heavy that no one else could see.

She stepped out of the shadows before she could stop herself. "Cole."

He started, and then his face changed when he saw her, the heaviness lifting just enough for her to see the man beneath it. "You stayed."

"I wanted to understand," Ruth said. "Who are they?"

"People who need to cross," he said. "That is all I am allowed to know. They come to the dock when the river calls them, and I take them across, and I do not ask their names, because names are the first thing the river takes."

"The river takes their names?" Ruth whispered.

"Among other things." Cole looked at his hands on the pole. "Every crossing costs something. That is the law of this river. A passenger pays with a memory, or a voice, or a name. Something precious, left in the water, so the river lets the boat pass."

"And what do you pay?" Ruth asked.

He did not answer at once. The water lapped at the dock. Somewhere far off, a night bird cried once and fell silent.

"I pay with the same coin," he said softly, "only I cross every night, and I have been crossing for a very long time."

Ruth felt cold then, in a way that had nothing to do with the night air. "Cole, how long?"

He looked at her, and in his eyes she saw something vast and old and lonely, like looking down into deep water. "Long enough that I have forgotten the name of the town I was born in," he said. "Long enough that I remember my mother's face only when I dream, and the dreams are getting thinner. The river takes a little more of me every time I cross. One day, I think, there will not be enough of me left to remember why I stay."

"Then stop," Ruth said fiercely. "Stop crossing. Come onto the land. Come to the inn. I will keep you safe."

Cole smiled, and it was the saddest smile she had ever seen. "If I set foot on land, Ruth, the river will take me whole. That is the bargain that binds me. I stay on the water, and the river takes me slowly. I step onto the shore, and the river takes me all at once. Either way, the river collects what it is owed."

Ruth stood there in the fog, holding his cold hand across the gap of dark water, and understood for the first time what loving him would cost. Not a little. Everything, measured out in pieces, or everything, all at once.

And still, she did not let go.
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