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  Dedication


For anyone who has ever had to return to the place that broke their heart, only to discover the truth was waiting there too. 
For the ones who remember what others tried to bury.
And for every love strong enough to choose, again and again, even when the tide turns dark.
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  Chapter 1: Funeral Tide


The tide came in wrong for Nessa Sailer’s funeral. 
Addy Marris noticed it before she noticed the flowers, before the black umbrellas trembling in the coastal wind, before the neat rows of Blackwater Bay mourners pretending they had not spent the last twenty years calling her grandmother strange, dangerous, touched by the sea, and worse when they thought no one from the Sailer bloodline could hear.
The tide should have been retreating.
She had checked. Habit, not sentiment. A true-crime journalist learned to verify everything, even weather, even moon phase, even tide tables in a town she had sworn never to let matter again. Low tide was supposed to begin at 10:17.
Instead, gray water licked high over the rocks below the cemetery bluff, climbing with a patient, hungry sound.
Addy stood beneath a borrowed black umbrella and watched foam gather at the base of the cliff like spit at a mouth.
“Don’t do that,” Quinn Majors murmured beside her.
Addy did not look away from the water. “Do what?”
“Make that face.”
“What face?”
“The one that says you’re about to turn a funeral into an investigation.”
“I have many faces.”
“You have three. Skeptical, furious, and professionally skeptical. This is number three with lipstick.”
Despite herself, Addy nearly smiled. Quinn had driven down from Charleston at dawn because Addy had called her at midnight and said, I think I can do this alone, which Quinn had correctly translated as, Please don’t make me.
Quinn stood with one hand clamped around the umbrella handle, dark curls whipping loose from their clip, her practical black dress already damp at the hem. She did not belong in Blackwater Bay. She was too alive for it.
The cemetery sat above town on salt-bitten grass and leaning stones. Beyond the iron fence, Blackwater Bay curved in a dull silver crescent around the harbor. The old pier jutted into the fog at the far end of town, half-rotted, half-standing. Blackwater House waited on its cliff above the south cove, gray windows catching what little light the morning allowed.
Nessa had insisted she would not be buried there.
“Put me where I can hear the tide,” she had once told Addy, tightening a scarf around Addy’s neck with fingers that smelled of lavender soap and old paper. “A woman should know what is coming.”
Addy had been nine then. Young enough to think that meant storms.
Old enough, maybe, to know it didn’t.
The minister cleared his throat over the open grave.
Nessa Sailer’s coffin was narrow, dark, and polished to a shine that looked indecent in the wet morning. White lilies lay across the lid. Addy hated them. Nessa had hated lilies more.
Someone should have brought rosemary. Bay leaves. Sea lavender. Anything with roots.
To Addy’s right, Talia Ash stood perfectly still, hands folded in front of her black coat, chin lifted as if she were facing a witness stand. On Addy’s left, Lyra Gray had already kicked off one black heel and stood barefoot in the damp grass, expression unreadable beneath the brim of a hat she had clearly bought at the airport.
Three cousins. Three women who had learned, in different ways, to get out.
And Nessa had dragged them back with a death certificate.
“Beloved grandmother,” the minister said.
A small sound moved through the mourners. Not grief, exactly. Agreement seemed too generous.
Addy studied the faces clustered under umbrellas and black hats. Harbor families. Shop owners. The mayor with his wife. Miriam Aster, the town historian, dabbed carefully beneath one eye with a handkerchief she did not seem to be using. Dr. June Fitch, Blackwater Bay’s medical examiner, stood dry-eyed in a charcoal coat. Near the back, a man with a hawk’s nose and silver hair leaned on a black cane. Gideon Kest. Civic leader. Preservation donor. He was watching the coffin with a look that was not sorrow.
Then the mourners shifted, and Addy saw Luke Thorne.
For a second, the years did not count.
He stood under no umbrella at the edge of the cemetery path, rain darkening the shoulders of his sheriff’s coat. He was broader than he had been at twenty-four, harder through the jaw, his dark hair cut shorter, his mouth set in the same controlled line she had once wanted to ruin with her hands. A silver badge caught the weak light on his chest.
Addy’s grip tightened around the folded funeral program.
Luke looked at her.
Not past her. Not around her. Directly at her, as if the distance between them were a hallway he had crossed a thousand times in his head and still had not learned where to stand.
Something hot and humiliating moved beneath her ribs.
Quinn followed her gaze. “Oh.” Her voice softened. “That one.”
“Don’t.”
“I didn’t say anything.”
“You breathed judgment.”
“I breathed recognition. Judgment comes later.”
Addy forced her attention back to the minister, who was speaking about service, memory, family, all the clean words people used when the real ones were too sharp to handle. Nessa had raised three orphaned granddaughters for one summer every year until each of them found a reason to stop coming. She had taught them to read clouds, mistrust charming men, and never trust a locked door in an old house. She had also lied to them. Often. With elegance.
Addy did not know what to do with grief for a woman who had loved like a locked cabinet.
The wind changed.
The lilies trembled on the coffin.
A briny smell cut through the rain, too strong for a cemetery this far above the shore. Salt, mud, rust, and something colder. Deep water disturbed after years of holding its breath.
Addy’s stomach tightened.
At the grave’s edge, a thin line of water crept through the grass.
It moved against the slope.
No one else reacted.
Addy stared as the water threaded between shoes and headstones, clear at first, then clouded with gray silt. It slid toward the coffin, slow as a searching finger.
Her grandmother’s name blurred on the program in her hand.
Nessa SailerBeloved GrandmotherKeeper of Blackwater House
Keeper.
Addy had argued with the funeral director about that word. He insisted the wording had been provided in Nessa’s own prearranged instructions. Not owner. Not resident. Keeper.
Of course the old woman had written her own funeral program like a riddle.
The line of water reached the metal stand beneath the coffin.
Addy took one step forward.
“Addy?” Quinn said.
The minister stopped speaking.
Now people noticed. A murmur broke apart and spread through the crowd. Talia’s eyes sharpened. Lyra, still barefoot, looked down at the wet grass with an expression that said she had been expecting something awful and was annoyed to be right.
Water climbed the coffin stand.
Not possible, Addy thought.
A neat, reasonable thought. Useless.
The coffin shuddered.
Luke moved first.
He came down the path fast, not running, but with a speed that made people get out of his way before they knew they had decided to move. His gaze flicked from the water to the coffin to Addy, and something in his face changed.
Not surprise.
Recognition.
Addy saw it. So did the part of her that had spent years making a living from what people tried to hide in the first half second after bad news arrived.
Luke knew something.
Of course he did.
He reached the coffin just as the water withdrew.
It did not drain away. It pulled back in a single narrow ribbon, slipping through the grass, between shoes, around gravestones, retreating toward the bluff like a living thing called home.
The crowd erupted into whispers.
“High water,” someone said.
“Storm surge.”
“Bad drainage.”
“In a cemetery on a hill?” Lyra muttered.
Talia crouched near the grave and touched two gloved fingers to the grass. She rubbed them together, then lifted them to her nose. “Seawater.”
Luke heard her. Addy saw that too.
His jaw set.
The minister, pale and sweating now, tried to recover. “As we commit our sister Nessa to the mercy of eternal rest…”
A laugh almost escaped Addy. It would have been ugly.
Nessa Sailer had never rested a day in her life.
The service ended in a rush. The coffin was not lowered while the mourners watched, and everyone pretended not to see the funeral staff’s hands shake.
People approached Addy afterward with damp cheeks and careful condolences.
“She was a remarkable woman.”
“She always spoke so proudly of you girls.”
“Blackwater House won’t be the same without her.”
That last one came from Gideon Kest.
Up close, he smelled faintly of cedar, expensive wool, and clove. Addy accepted his hand because refusing would have caused a scene too early in the day.
“Mr. Kest.”
“Gideon, please. Your grandmother and I served together on the historical preservation board for many years.”
“She never mentioned that.”
“Nessa preferred to keep her alliances private.” His hand held hers half a second too long. “I hope you and your cousins will take care with the house. Blackwater does not have many old things left that have not been ruined by impatience.”
Behind him, Luke turned his head.
Addy withdrew her hand. “Old things can be surprisingly dangerous when people romanticize them.”
Something flickered in Gideon’s eyes. Amusement, perhaps. Or warning.
“Then you know some inheritances are not gifts.”
He inclined his head and walked away through the graves, cane sinking into the wet grass.
Quinn appeared at Addy’s elbow. “I dislike him.”
“You dislike most men who speak in complete paragraphs.”
“Because they’re usually hiding knives in the punctuation.”
“Fair.”
Talia came toward them, stripping off one glove. “The water was saline.”
Addy looked at her. “At a coastal cemetery after heavy rain?”
“Not rain. Salinity was too high. Texture had silt. And there was organic particulate in it.”
Lyra made a face. “Thank you for making the haunted funeral more forensic.”
“I’m not calling it haunted.”
“You’re the only one who isn’t.”
Talia’s mouth flattened, but she did not argue.
That scared Addy more than the water.
A gust of wind drove rain beneath the umbrella and lifted the edge of Addy’s program. The paper felt damp and soft in her hand. She folded it once, then again, needing the small task.
Luke stood near the cemetery gate, speaking with the funeral director. He did not look at Addy now, but his body was angled toward her, aware in a way she hated remembering.
He had always known where she was in a room.
Once, she had thought that was love.
Later, she had understood it as surveillance.
“Sheriff Thorne,” Talia said, following Addy’s line of sight. “That’s him?”
Lyra snorted. “That is a loaded him.”
“There is no this,” Addy said.
“Of course not,” Lyra said. “Your voice always gets that dead when there’s nothing.”
Addy tucked the folded program into her coat pocket. “We need to get through the inheritance appointment.”
“At Blackwater House?” Talia asked.
“Where else would Nessa force us to hear bad news?”
Lyra looked toward the cliff road, where the house stood beyond the cypress and fog. “I vote we burn it.”
“You vote that every summer,” Addy said.
“And every summer no one listens.”
A car door slammed near the gate. Mourners began to leave in careful clusters, already shaping the story they would tell by dinner. Flooding at the Sailer funeral. Nessa making trouble from the grave. Those poor girls. That house. That family.
Luke finished with the funeral director and came toward them.
Addy considered walking away. It would have been satisfying for exactly three seconds. Then cowardice would follow her all the way to the car.
So she stayed.
Luke stopped several feet from her, close enough for his voice to carry, far enough to pretend he was being respectful.
“Addy.”
Her name in his mouth was the same and not the same. Lower now. Rougher at the edges.
“Sheriff.”
A muscle moved near his jaw. “I’m sorry about Nessa.”
“Are you?”
“Yes.”
She hated that he did not flinch. Hated more that he sounded like he meant it.
His gaze moved briefly over her face, cataloguing changes. She wondered what he saw. The shorter hair, the sleepless bruising beneath her eyes, the woman who had learned how to stand still while people lied.
“You should not stay at Blackwater House tonight,” he said.
Talia’s eyebrows rose.
Lyra laughed once. “Good start.”
Addy kept her eyes on Luke. “Still opening with orders?”
“Warnings.”
“You always had trouble telling them apart.”
Rain slid down his temple. He did not wipe it away. “There was damage in the south wing during the storm.”
“Then I’ll avoid the south wing.”
“Addy.”
There it was. The old note beneath the command. Concern sharpened until it could pass for anger.
Her chest hurt.
No. Not hurt. Reacted. A body could remember what the mind had filed under evidence of poor judgment.
“I came back to bury my grandmother and hear whatever legal trap she left behind,” Addy said. “I did not come back to be managed by you.”
Luke glanced at Talia and Lyra, then lowered his voice. “This town is not safe right now.”
“Was it safe when I left?”
That landed. She saw it in his eyes.
Ten years dropped between them, wet and breathing.
A summer storm. A locked room in Blackwater House. Luke’s hand around hers, warm and shaking. Blood on his shirt that he claimed was not his. Addy asking what did I see, and Luke saying nothing. You saw nothing. Two days later, he was gone with a clean lie and no goodbye worth keeping.
Luke looked away first.
The foolish part of Addy still wanted to ask him to tell her the truth.
Dr. June Fitch approached before either could speak. She carried herself with the impatience of a woman who disliked outdoor ceremonies, emotional ambiguity, and people touching bodies before she had examined them.
“Addy Marris?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“June Fitch. I handled your grandmother’s preliminary examination.”
Addy’s attention sharpened. “Preliminary?”
June’s gaze flicked toward Luke.
His face stilled.
The cemetery noise seemed to thin around them.
June said, “The official death certificate lists cardiac arrest.”
“Official,” Addy repeated.
“Your grandmother was elderly.”
“Nessa would haunt you for that sentence.”
June’s mouth twitched. “I suspect she’s busy.”
Luke said, “June.”
It was quiet, but it carried.
June looked at him. “She has a right to know there were inconsistencies.”
Addy felt Talia shift beside her, forensic attention clicking into place. Lyra stopped pretending not to listen. Quinn lowered the umbrella until the four women were closer beneath it, a temporary wall against the town.
“What inconsistencies?” Addy asked.
June pulled a sealed envelope from inside her coat. “Nessa left instructions that this be given to you after the funeral and before the will reading. Not to your cousins. To you.”
Addy did not take it right away.
The envelope was cream-colored, thick, the flap sealed with dark blue wax impressed by a key. Nessa’s handwriting slanted across the front.
For Addy, when the tide misbehaves.
Quinn whispered, “Nope.”
Lyra leaned closer. “She actually wrote that?”
Talia said nothing, but her eyes had gone sharply focused.
Addy took the envelope.
The wax felt cold through her glove.
Luke’s expression changed the moment her fingers closed around it. Fear, controlled so fast anyone else would have missed it.
Addy did not.
“You know what this is,” she said.
“No.”
“Try again.”
“I know Nessa liked contingencies.”
“She liked traps.”
“That too.”
June looked between them. “Open it somewhere dry. Preferably with witnesses you trust.”
“That list gets shorter by the minute,” Addy said.
June gave a brief nod, as if approving the answer, and left them.
Luke stayed.
The rain softened. Fog moved among the stones. Somewhere below the bluff, the tide struck rock with a heavy, measured boom.
Addy looked down at the envelope, then back at Luke. “What did she mean by misbehaves?”
His eyes were dark in the gray light. “You should ask the house.”
Lyra groaned. “I hate this town.”
Talia stared at Luke. “That was not an answer.”
“No,” Addy said. “It was a confession.”
Luke’s mouth tightened, and for a second she thought he might say something real. Something impossible. Something ten years overdue.
Instead, his radio crackled.
Static first. Then a woman’s voice, faint beneath the hiss.
Not dispatch.
Not any living voice Addy recognized.
The sound scraped down her spine.
Luke snatched the radio from his shoulder. “Thorne.”
Only static answered.
But Addy had heard words inside it. She knew she had.
Under the pier.
Luke looked at her.
This time, there was no hiding that he had heard it too.
Before Addy could speak, the folded funeral program in her coat pocket turned wet against her hip.
Cold spread through the fabric.
Slowly, she reached inside and drew it out.
The program unfolded in her hand by itself.
The ink began to run, Nessa’s name bleeding into gray streaks. Across the center of the paper, a saltwater stain widened in the shape of a handprint.
A woman’s hand.
Long-fingered. Narrow. Pressed from the other side.
Then, beneath the handprint, words appeared in thin, wavering lines of brine.
Find the bride before he does.






  
  Chapter 2: The Body Under the Pier


Luke Thorne moved before anyone else understood the warning. 
He took one step toward Addy, stopped himself, and turned toward the cemetery gate, radio already at his mouth. “Dispatch, confirm last transmission.”
Static answered. Not the ordinary kind that came from bad weather and old equipment. This sound had texture. Wetness. It hissed around the spaces between the stones, carrying the faint grind of water beneath wood.
Addy kept the funeral program clenched in both hands.
Find the bride before he does.
The words bled wider, the brine eating through the paper until the handprint wrinkled and tore at the center. A cold trickle ran from the program onto her glove, then over her wrist, so intimate she nearly dropped it.
Quinn caught her elbow. “Addy.”
“I’m fine.”
“You say that when you’re bleeding, lying, or about to make a terrible decision.”
“Today has options.”
Luke looked back at her. Rain clung to his lashes. His expression had gone blank in the way lawmen trained themselves to look blank around witnesses, blood, and things they did not intend to explain.
“You’re going home,” he said.
“Not unless evidence learned to drive.”
“This is not a debate.”
“You’re right. It’s evidence.”
He crossed the distance between them and lowered his voice. “That paper is not evidence anyone in my department can process.”
“Then maybe your department is underqualified.”
His eyes flashed. The old Luke would have snapped back. This Luke absorbed it somewhere behind his ribs and kept his voice low enough that only she, Quinn, Talia, and Lyra could hear.
“There may be a body.”
Talia’s gaze sharpened. “Where?”
Luke did not answer her. He looked at Addy.
Under the pier.
The words seemed to breathe through the wet paper.
Addy folded the ruined program before it could fall apart. “I’m coming.”
“You are not.”
She stepped closer, close enough to smell rain on his coat and the faint cedar smoke beneath it. A memory tried to surface: his jacket around her shoulders, her bare feet on Blackwater House kitchen tile, thunder rattling the windows, his voice saying trust me and her younger self wanting to.
She did not let it finish.
“If there is a body under that pier and my dead grandmother sent me a message about it during her funeral, I’m coming.”
“Nessa did not send that.”
The sentence came too fast.
Addy stared at him.
Behind them, Lyra gave a soft, humorless laugh. “Excellent. Not Nessa. That’s comforting.”
Talia held out her hand. “Give me the program.”
Addy hesitated.
“I’m not taking it from you,” Talia said. “I’m preserving it before it dissolves.”
That made sense. Talia stripped a plastic sleeve from the small leather portfolio she had somehow carried through an entire funeral. Addy slid the program inside. The brine smeared, but the words held.
Find the bride before he does.
Luke watched the transfer. “No one touches anything at the pier unless I clear it.”
“Sheriff,” Talia said, “I have consulted on recovery scenes in three states.”
“This is my scene.”
“And if your scene contains human remains, contamination has already begun with rain, tide movement, and possibly half the town if anyone heard that radio transmission.”
Luke’s gaze cut to her. For the first time, something like respect moved through his irritation.
“Fine,” he said. “You stand outside the tape until Dr. Fitch clears you.”
“I can live with competence,” Talia replied.
Quinn leaned toward Addy. “Can I strongly recommend the option where we all get coffee and pretend the paper was dramatic stationery?”
Addy looked past the cemetery gate toward the road that ran down to town. At the bottom of the hill, Blackwater Bay lay under a sheet of fog. The old pier was barely visible, a dark line disappearing into the gray.
“No,” she said.
Quinn sighed. “I knew that. I hated it, but I knew it.”
The first patrol car arrived with its lights cutting red through the rain. The cemetery emptied faster after that. Mourners who had been eager to whisper about the strange water now became suddenly interested in leaving before official questions could be asked.
Gideon Kest remained by the iron fence, cane planted in the grass.
Addy noticed him watching Luke.
Not the program. Not the grave.
Luke.
Then he turned and walked away.
The drive to the pier took seven minutes.
Addy rode with Quinn because Luke had ordered her not to ride with him, which made refusing easier than breathing. Talia followed in her rental. Lyra vanished in a black compact she had almost certainly parked illegally.
Blackwater Bay slid past the windows in rain-blurred fragments: bait shop, shuttered ice cream stand, harbor clinic, clapboard houses with widow’s walks, the small historical society with its white columns and tasteful lies. Every building looked as if it had been washed in salt and secrets for so long the two had become the same thing.
The old pier stood at the north end of town, past the working harbor, where tourists rarely went and locals pretended not to. A barricade had blocked vehicle access for years. DANGER: STRUCTURAL INSTABILITY. NO TRESPASSING. The sign was faded, bent at one corner, and ignored by teenagers, fishermen, and anyone with a reason to disappear.
Police lights already strobed through the fog when Quinn parked behind Luke’s cruiser.
Addy got out and immediately tasted salt.
Not smelled it. Tasted.
It coated her tongue like she had swallowed seawater in her sleep.
The pier groaned ahead of them, old pilings shifting under the push of a tide that should have been going out. Black water slapped the crossbeams. Gulls wheeled overhead and screamed without landing.
Dr. June Fitch stood near the barricade snapping gloves over her wrists. She looked even less pleased than she had at the funeral.
“You people move fast,” she said.
“Family trait,” Addy answered.
“Bad one.”
Luke pointed to a stretch of cracked pavement twenty yards from the pier entrance. “Stay there.”
Addy looked at the pier. “Where is the body?”
“We don’t know that there is one yet.”
The lie was careful, official, and wasted.
Two officers were securing tape around the access point. One of them, young and pale, kept looking under the pier and then away again. A harbor worker in orange rain gear sat on an overturned crate with a blanket over his shoulders. His hands shook around a paper cup.
Addy knew the look. Witness after the first glimpse.
She had seen it outside burned houses, motel rooms, cornfields, lakes where divers came up too quiet.
Something had been found.
Luke stepped into her path as she moved forward. “Addy.”
“Don’t.”
“I need you outside the scene.”
“And I need you to stop saying my name like it gives you jurisdiction over me.”
His nostrils flared once. Anger. Fear. Something else.
“You are part of this scene.”
The words landed colder than the rain.
“Why?”
He looked past her, toward the water. “Because the dead already reached for you.”
For a moment, neither of them spoke.
Quinn, several feet behind, muttered, “I would like to unsubscribe from that sentence.”
Addy held Luke’s gaze. “What do you know?”
“Not here.”
“Always somewhere else. Always later. Always trust me with nothing.”
A muscle ticked in his cheek. “You think I don’t know what that cost?”
“I think you calculated it.”
That got through. She saw the pain before he buried it.
Then someone under the pier shouted.
Luke turned and ran.
Addy followed.
She heard Quinn curse behind her, then Talia’s sharper voice telling an officer exactly why grabbing her arm was a mistake. Addy ducked under the tape before anyone could stop her.
The pier entrance was slick with algae and rain. Boards sagged beneath the yellow tape. Luke vaulted the low barricade and dropped to the muddy slope beside the pier. Addy went after him, sliding on wet gravel, catching herself against a piling rough enough to scrape her palm through the glove.
“Addy, stop!”
She did not.
The space under the pier was a narrow world of black wood, barnacles, fishing line, and trapped fog. Water surged between the pilings in hard slaps. The underside smelled of rot, diesel, seaweed, and old metal.
A floodlight snapped on.
The beam cut through the gray and found the shape tangled between two pilings.
At first, Addy’s mind refused to make sense of it.
White fabric moved in the water, rising and sinking with each swell. Lace. Not clean white anymore, but gray with silt, torn in long strips that drifted like weed. One pale arm was caught above the surface, wrist bent back, fingers trailing over the current as if testing it.
A woman.
A bride.
She was wedged under the pier with her hair fanned around her face in dark strands, caught where the tide had pushed her against the crossbrace. Her skin had the waxen pallor of something kept too long in cold water.
But she was not skeletal.
She was not ruined.
She looked impossible.
Preserved.
Addy stopped so hard Luke nearly collided with her.
The world narrowed to rain, wood, water, and the dead woman’s hand.
A thin band of bruised-looking salt marked the bride’s wrist.
The same place Addy had felt the program’s cold spill over her glove.
Her breath went shallow.
The floodlight flickered.
“Back up,” Luke said. His voice had changed, deeper, rougher. “Addy, now.”
The dead woman’s fingers moved.
Not with the water.
Moved.
Addy heard Quinn call her name from somewhere above, distant and warped. Talia said something about chain of custody. June snapped at everyone to shut up and give her room.
But Addy could not look away.
The bride’s eyes opened.
They were filmed with gray, blind and shining.
The water under the pier vanished.
Addy stood in a different rain.
Warm rain.
Night rain.
Music drifted from somewhere behind her. Fiddle, laughter, a glass breaking, a woman saying hurry, Ada, before they come looking. Addy looked down and saw white lace sleeves clinging to her arms. Not her arms. Thinner. Younger. Trembling.
A bouquet lay crushed in one hand. Rosemary. Sea lavender. Three white roses tied with blue ribbon.
She was running.
No, Ada was running.
The pier boards thudded beneath her feet, new boards then, strong and smelling of pitch. Lanterns glowed along the rail. Behind her, men shouted.
Not drunk shouts. Not wedding revelry.
Orders.
Ada’s breath tore in her chest. The bouquet slipped. She grabbed the rail, looked back, and saw a flash of polished metal on a coat.
A badge.
Then a hand closed around her mouth.
Addy tried to scream and tasted salt instead.
The vision broke with violence.
She was back under the pier, bent double, one hand braced on the muddy slope, Luke’s arm locked around her waist to keep her from falling into the water.
Her glove was gone.
Her bare fingers were wrapped around the dead bride’s wrist.
Luke’s hand closed over hers.
Heat shot up her arm, so fierce and immediate that she gasped. The water surged. Somewhere deep beneath the pier, wood cracked like a bone.
Luke pulled her back.
The contact broke.
Addy stumbled against him. For half a second, his body was the only solid thing in the world. Rain in his hair. His heartbeat hard against her shoulder. His hand still at her waist, not gentle, not rough, terrified.
Then she shoved away.
“What was that?”
Luke’s eyes were not human.
Only for a blink. Gold burned through the brown, bright as an animal caught in headlights. Then it was gone.
“Shock,” he said.
“You have got to be kidding me.”
“Move back.”
“I saw her.”
His face stilled.
Addy swallowed, but the salt taste stayed. “Her name was Ada.”
No one spoke.
June looked up from where she had crouched near the body. “What did you say?”
“Her name was Ada.”
The harbor worker on the crate above let out a strangled sound. One of the officers crossed himself.
June’s eyes narrowed. “How do you know that?”
Addy looked at the body, at the lace sleeve, at the wrist mark. “I don’t know.”
Luke did.
She saw it in the way his shoulders tightened.
Talia descended carefully into the mud with a crime-scene kit in one hand and fury in her posture. “Addy, are you hurt?”
“No.”
“That is not an assessment.”
“I’m fine.”
“You were touching human remains in an active recovery scene.”
“I noticed.”
Talia’s gaze dropped to Addy’s hand. “Your palm.”
Addy looked.
Across the center of her bare palm, where the piling had scraped her, a line of salt crystals glittered in the broken skin. They formed a shape almost like a crescent.
Luke saw it too.
His expression darkened.
June stood. “Everyone not essential gets out from under my pier.”
“Your pier?” Quinn called down from above.
“I’m adopting it for professional purposes,” June said. “Move.”
This time, Addy let Luke guide her up the slope because her knees had become unreliable and because she hated the relief of his hand at her back too much to argue with it in front of witnesses.
At the top, Quinn wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “You are not fine.”
“I know.”
“Oh good. Growth.”
Lyra stood near the barricade, barefoot again, watching the body recovery with her arms folded. Her face had lost all its careless boredom.
“She looks like the woman in Nessa’s hall,” Lyra said.
Addy turned. “What?”
“The portrait beside the blue room. The one Nessa said not to touch.”
Talia emerged behind them. “Nessa had a portrait of this victim?”
“Maybe. I was ten. All dead women in old portraits looked personally offended to me.”
Addy looked toward the pier. June and two officers were preparing the recovery board. Luke stood with them, issuing quiet instructions, but his attention kept dragging back to Addy.
The bride’s hand had slipped beneath the water again.
Ada.
The name sat in Addy’s mind like a stone dropped into a well.
“She was Ada Lorne,” Lyra said.
Addy felt the name move through her. “You know it?”
“Miriam Aster gave a town history lecture one summer when Nessa decided we were becoming ignorant. Ada Lorne was a bride who vanished before her wedding. People said she ran off.”
“Of course they did,” Quinn said.
Talia took out her phone and typed quickly. “No signal.”
“Welcome home,” Lyra said.
Luke came up from the pier.
His boots were coated in mud. Rain ran from the edge of his sheriff’s jacket. He looked at all four women, but his gaze settled on Addy’s injured hand.
“You need to have June look at that.”
“It’s a scrape.”
“It has salt in it.”
“We are standing beside the Atlantic.”
“Not like that.”
Addy stepped closer to him, lowering her voice. “Ada Lorne.”
A flicker in his eyes. Small. Damning.
“You knew her name.”
“I knew the local story.”
“You knew more than that.”
“This is now an active homicide investigation.”
“If she vanished decades ago, it was already a homicide investigation. Unless everyone decided a missing bride was more convenient as gossip.”
Luke looked toward the officers, then toward the fogged road, where a few locals had begun to gather beyond the tape.
“Lower your voice.”
“Not while everyone else is whispering around the truth.”
“Addy.”
“There are only so many ways a man can say a woman’s name before it starts sounding like a leash.”
That struck him hard enough to shut him up.
Good.
She held out her injured palm. “I saw her last moments.”
Luke’s gaze dropped to the salt crystals.
“I saw rain, a wedding bouquet, men chasing her, and a badge. I felt someone grab her. So either I am having a grief-induced hallucination with historical accuracy, or you are standing in front of an impossible body that just showed me evidence.”
His throat worked once.
“Which is it?”
He leaned in close enough that Quinn made a warning noise behind them.
“When we were seventeen,” Luke said quietly, “you told me Nessa taught you a phrase.”
Cold moved through Addy.
“What phrase?”
“You tell me.”
“No.”
“You used to say it when the lights went out at Blackwater House.”
The pier creaked beneath a hard slap of water.
Addy had forgotten that. Or buried it. A childish bit of ritual Nessa had given her during summer storms, whispered with a candle in one hand and Addy tucked against her side.
Dead women knock. Sailer women answer.
Addy’s mouth went dry.
Luke watched her face, and whatever he saw there seemed to hurt him.
Before she could speak, the radio at his shoulder crackled again.
This time every officer heard it.
Static rolled through the air. Wet. Ragged. Almost breathing.
Then a woman’s voice whispered through the speaker.
“Addy.”
Quinn grabbed her wrist.
Talia stilled.
Lyra whispered something sharp and profane.
The voice came again, clearer. Not Nessa’s voice. Younger. Frightened. Filled with water.
“Dead women knock.”
Addy could not move.
Luke stared at the radio as if it had drawn blood.
Then the dead bride under the pier finished the phrase in a whisper that rose from the water, slid across the mud, and pressed itself against Addy’s ear.
“Sailer women answer.”






  
  Chapter 3: No One Marries in Blackwater


By noon, everyone in Blackwater Bay knew there was a bride under the pier. 
By one, half of them claimed they had always known.
Addy heard the first version in the parking lot outside the harbor clinic, where Dr. June Fitch had taken Ada Lorne’s body under an escort that looked more suited to a prison transfer than a medical examination. A woman in a yellow raincoat whispered into her phone beside the bait shop, voice low and thrilled.
“No, not fresh. That’s what I’m telling you. Old. Like from before. My aunt said brides used to vanish here all the time.”
By the time Addy crossed the street with Quinn, Talia, and Lyra, the story had picked up lace, witchcraft, and a jealous groom with a hook for a hand.
“Efficient rumor ecosystem,” Quinn said.
“Small towns compost facts quickly,” Addy said.
Talia, who had spent the last twenty minutes arguing with June about preservation protocols and being told, with some admiration, to stop hovering over another woman’s morgue, looked toward the pier. Yellow tape snapped in the wet wind. “Rumor can contaminate witness statements.”
Lyra pulled her coat tighter around herself. “Around here, rumor is a witness statement. It just changes clothes.”
They stopped beneath the striped awning of Mariner’s Cup, the coffee shop facing the harbor. Through the steamed windows, faces turned toward them, then away too late.
Addy had expected curiosity. She had forgotten the texture of it in Blackwater Bay. Curiosity here had teeth. It did not merely look. It measured bloodlines, counted absences, remembered which child had screamed during which summer storm.
Quinn peered through the window. “Do we want coffee badly enough to be stared at by people who think your family summons corpses recreationally?”
“Yes,” Lyra said.
“No,” Talia said.
Addy looked down the street toward the historical society building, white columns damp with rain, brass sign polished bright despite the weather.
“No coffee. Records.”
Talia nodded. “Ada Lorne.”
“And missing weddings,” Addy said.
Quinn’s expression changed. “Plural?”
“The radio said bride. Luke said local story. Lyra remembers a vanished bride lecture. If everyone in town has a version ready by lunch, this is not one woman.”
Lyra’s mouth curved without humor. “Welcome to Blackwater. We do coastal charm and generational female disappearance.”
A truck rolled slowly past. The driver stared too long at Addy. When she looked back, he made the sign of the cross against his chest.
Quinn saw it and planted both hands on her hips. “Oh, absolutely not.”
“Leave it,” Addy said.
“I will not leave medieval nonsense.”
“We need records, not a parking lot brawl.”
“You say that like both can’t be healing.”
Talia was already moving. “Historical society. Now.”
The Blackwater Bay Historical Society occupied what had once been the customs house, back when the town was rich on ship timber, salt cod, and things no one wrote down in port ledgers. Inside, the air smelled of old paper, floor wax, rain-wet wool, and the faint lemon polish used by institutions pretending decay was a decorative choice.
A bell jingled when Addy opened the door.
At the front desk, Miriam Aster looked up from a ledger so large it seemed staged.
She was a narrow woman in her late sixties, elegant in a gray cardigan, silver hair pinned at the nape of her neck. Her glasses hung from a black ribbon. A cup of tea steamed beside one hand. She did not look surprised to see them.
That made Addy dislike her immediately.
“Addy Marris,” Miriam said. “Talia Ash. Lyra Gray.”
“Names travel fast,” Quinn said.
Miriam’s gaze moved to her. “Yours does not. Which means you are a friend.”
“Quinn Majors. Unarmed, under-caffeinated, and opposed to whatever this town is doing.”
A thin smile touched Miriam’s mouth. “A sensible position.”
Addy stepped to the desk. “We need records on Ada Lorne.”
Miriam lowered her pen.
Outside, rain ticked against the windows. Somewhere deeper in the building, pipes knocked once, then settled.
“That is not a name many people ask for,” Miriam said.
“There was a body under the pier this morning,” Addy replied. “I think the list of people asking is about to grow.”
“Bodies draw interest. Names draw danger.”
“Is that supposed to make me leave?”
“No. I suspect very little could.”
Talia came up beside Addy. “We need birth records, marriage banns, church registries, death records, property filings, newspaper archives, anything with the Lorne surname from the relevant period.”
Miriam looked at her over the glasses. “Relevant period?”
Talia’s stare was cool enough to frost glass. “You tell us.”
Lyra wandered to a display case filled with sepia photographs of Blackwater Bay weddings. Brides in high collars. Brides in lace veils. Brides stiff beside men who looked too solemn for joy.
“No one looks happy in these,” Lyra said.
Miriam did not turn. “Photographic exposure times were longer then.”
“Is that what we call it?”
Addy followed Lyra’s gaze.
The display was titled A Century of Blackwater Weddings.
There were at least thirty photographs arranged in careful rows. Names were printed on small cream cards beneath each frame. Addy recognized old town surnames: Kest, Aster, Lorne, Sailer, Locke, Shore. Salt appeared twice. So did Thorne.
Her attention caught on a blank space in the second row.
A rectangle of slightly darker velvet marked where a photograph had been removed.
“Who’s missing?” Addy asked.
Miriam’s fingers tightened around her pen.
No one spoke.
The bell over the door jingled again.
Luke came in with rain on his shoulders and a uniformed patience that told Addy he had expected to find her exactly here.
“Of course,” he said.
Quinn lifted a hand. “Sheriff Brood.”
His eyes flicked to her, then back to Addy. “I asked you to wait until I finished at the pier.”
“No, you ordered me to go home. Different verb family.”
“This is part of an active investigation.”
“So am I, apparently.”
The front room seemed to shrink around them. Talia stilled. Lyra leaned against the display case, enjoying herself despite the corpse-adjacent nature of the day.
Miriam closed the ledger gently. “Sheriff Thorne.”
“Miriam.”
“You look tired.”
“I’m getting there.”
“Then you should not waste energy pretending she will obey you.”
Addy nearly liked Miriam for that.
Luke did not. “No one is accessing restricted records without authorization.”
“Good,” Addy said. “Authorize it.”
His gaze met hers. “This is not a podcast.”
That was cheap enough to sting.
Addy stepped closer before she could decide not to. “No. Podcasts are cleaner. In podcasts, people admit the body exists before the whole town has lunch around it.”
His mouth tightened. “You think I don’t want answers?”
“I think you want controlled answers.”
“Control keeps people alive.”
“Did it keep Ada alive?”
Silence hit hard.
Miriam looked down.
There it was. Not shock. Recognition.
Luke saw it too.
“Miriam,” he said carefully. “What do you know?”
“Less than Nessa did.”
Addy turned toward her. “Then start with that.”
Miriam stood. For a moment, Addy thought the woman would refuse. Instead, she took a key from a chain beneath her cardigan and walked to the door behind the desk.
“The public records room is not enough,” Miriam said. “Ada Lorne was not erased from one place. She was thinned across many.”
Quinn whispered, “I hate how poetic everyone is when they’re being alarming.”
Miriam unlocked the door.
Behind it, stairs descended into yellow light.
Luke moved first. “I go down before anyone else.”
Lyra smiled. “Protective or controlling?”
“Professional.”
“Those pants are getting tight on that word.”
“Lyra,” Talia said.
“What? We all heard it.”
Addy looked at Luke. “Go, then.”
He did, jaw set.
The lower archive was colder than the front room and much older. Stone walls showed beneath flaking plaster. Metal shelves formed narrow aisles stacked with boxes, ledgers, rolled maps, framed documents wrapped in brown paper, and acid-free cartons labeled in Miriam’s precise hand.
The air tasted faintly of salt.
Addy stopped at the bottom step.
Luke noticed. Of course he noticed. “What?”
“Nothing.”
“Addy.”
She hated that her skin still reacted when he said her name with concern instead of command.
“I smell salt,” she said.
Miriam, halfway down the aisle, paused but did not look back. “Most paper in Blackwater does eventually.”
“Not like this.”
Luke looked toward the shadowed shelves.
For a second, Addy saw it again. Not human eyes. Not fully. Something in him looking through the dim for movement, scent, threat.
Then the basement lights flickered.
Quinn froze on the steps. “I have decided I do not need to be supportive at basement level.”
Talia took the last step down. “Stay near the exit if you want, but do not leave alone.”
“Not comforting.”
“It was not meant to be.”
Miriam pulled three archive boxes from a lower shelf. “Ada Lorne. Church marriage register copies. Harbor notices. Society clippings.”
She set them on a long wooden table beneath a green-shaded lamp. The tabletop was scarred with old blade marks and ink stains.
Addy opened the first box.
Ada Lorne appeared in fragments.
A baptism notice. A school pageant photograph. A short newspaper item about her engagement to Nathaniel Vale, shipwright’s son. A description of her wedding dress: ivory lace, blue ribbon, veil repaired from her mother’s. A society notice announcing the ceremony at Saint Orla’s Chapel, the same chapel that had burned, flooded, or been abandoned, depending on which Blackwater version a person believed.
Then nothing.
No wedding announcement.
No death notice.
No missing-person appeal.
A bride-shaped hole in the record.
Talia worked beside her, arranging documents chronologically with clean, careful movements. “There should be a legal trace. Marriage license application. Estate question. Family statement. Something.”
“There was,” Miriam said.
Addy looked up.
Miriam opened a leather ledger and turned it carefully. “This is the town copy of marriage intentions, 1911 through 1922.”
Luke stood behind Addy’s shoulder, close enough that she could feel heat through her damp coat. She refused to step away.
The page was yellowed, the ink browned. Names filled the lines in looping script.
Ada Lorne. Nathaniel Vale.
The witness column had been scraped thin.
Not crossed out. Scraped.
Someone had taken a blade to the page until the paper was almost translucent.
Talia bent over it. “Mechanical removal. Deliberate. Not water damage.”
Addy’s pulse quickened. “Can we recover the writing?”
“Possibly with imaging.”
Luke said, “That ledger is evidence now.”
Miriam shut the book before he could touch it. “This ledger has been evidence since before your grandfather was born, Luke. Your department is late.”
His expression hardened.
Addy looked between them. “What does that mean?”
“It means,” Miriam said, “Blackwater Bay has always preferred its tragedies decorative.”
A sound came from the shelves.
A soft scrape.
All five of them turned.
The archive aisle behind Quinn was empty, but one box now protruded from a shelf.
Quinn stared at it. “I did not do that.”
No one moved.
Then the box slid another inch.
Luke crossed the room in two strides and put himself between the women and the shelf. The movement was instinctive, fluid, too fast to be merely human.
Addy saw the tension in his shoulders. Saw his fingers flex once at his side.
“Stay back,” he said.
“Again with the verbs,” she muttered, but softer this time.
He pulled the box free.
The label had faded to near illegibility. Miriam took one look and went pale.
“What is it?” Addy asked.
Miriam’s voice thinned. “Wedding cancellations.”
Luke set the box on the table.
Inside were thin folders tied with cotton tape. Each bore a name and date. Addy read them quickly.
Elsie Marr, 1914. Ceremony not performed.
Clara Bell, 1928. Groom deceased prior to service.
Mabel Shore, 1947. Bride departed town.
Ruth Ansel, 1969. Private family matter.
Helena Shore, 1983. No public notice.
Talia’s hand stilled over the last folder.
“Helena Shore,” she said. “Why do I know that name?”
Miriam reached for it. Talia got there first.
The folder was nearly empty. One clipped notice from the local paper. One church memo. One copy of a certificate torn straight down the middle.
Talia opened it.
A low pressure changed in the room.
Addy felt it in her ears first, as if the tide had risen behind the stone walls.
Luke said, “Don’t touch the torn edge.”
“I’m not,” Talia snapped.
But the paper moved anyway.
The torn certificate fluttered beneath the lamp, though no wind reached the basement. Ink bled up from the fibers, darkening like a bruise.
Lyra stepped closer. “That’s not normal.”
“Thank you,” Quinn said. “I was waiting for peer review.”
The certificate listed Helena Shore as bride. Groom line blank. Ceremony site blank. Witness line missing with the torn half.
At the bottom, a handwritten note had been added in a different ink.
No one marries in Blackwater until the debt is paid.
Addy read it twice.
“Debt?” she asked.
Miriam’s eyes had gone glassy with fear. “That phrase appears in old sermons.”
“About money?”
“No.”
Luke’s radio crackled.
Everyone froze.
Only static came through, but Addy had learned too quickly that static in Blackwater was never empty. It whispered around the edges of words, trying to become language.
Luke turned the volume down.
Addy looked at the certificate again. “What debt?”
Miriam pressed her lips together.
Luke said, “Miriam.”
She closed her eyes briefly. “Marriage was not just marriage here. Not for the founding families. Not for witches. Not for the pack.”
The last two words hung in the basement.
Talia turned her head slowly toward Luke. “Pack.”
Quinn pointed at him. “I knew it. I didn’t know what I knew, but I knew it had shoulders.”
Luke’s gaze stayed on Miriam. “You don’t get to tell that story for us.”
“And your people do not get to bury every woman who paid for it,” Miriam replied.
The air went thin.
Addy should have felt triumph. Confirmation. A crack in the lie that had swallowed her childhood whole.
Instead, she felt twelve years old again, standing in a dark hall while something scratched inside the wall and Nessa whispered, Never ask a wolf what he guards unless you are ready to see its teeth.
She looked at Luke.
He did not deny it.
“Are you going to tell me I misunderstood?” she asked.
“No.”
One plain syllable. A door opening an inch.
Her anger did not disappear. It focused.
“Good.”
Miriam touched the Ada Lorne folder. “Ada’s cancellation record should be here. It isn’t.”
“Removed?” Talia asked.
“Removed, or never filed where it belonged.”
Lyra lifted her chin toward the wedding display upstairs. “The missing photograph.”
Miriam nodded.
Luke’s head came up. “Who had access to this archive?”
“Half the town, if you count keys passed through committees for a hundred years. Officially, staff, board members, preservation volunteers, and municipal liaisons.”
“Names.”
Miriam met his eyes. “You will not enjoy the old ones or the current ones.”
“Names,” he repeated.
She pulled a modern access log from a drawer beneath the table and opened it.
Addy saw Gideon Kest’s signature before Miriam pointed.
Three visits in the last month.
One the day before Nessa died.
Luke’s face hardened.
Addy leaned over the log. “Why would Gideon Kest be interested in wedding cancellations?”
Miriam’s voice was quiet. “Because the Kest family has always been very interested in who Blackwater allows to marry.”
The overhead lights went out.
Quinn swore.
In the darkness, something knocked from inside the shelf.
Once.
Twice.
Three times.
Dead women knock.
Addy did not breathe.
Then emergency lights flickered on, red and dim, washing the archive in the color of diluted blood.
The box of wedding cancellations had tipped over.
Folders spilled across the table and floor. All except one.
A single paper lay in front of Addy, face down, dry at the edges and wet through the center.
Luke reached for it.
Addy was faster.
The moment her fingers touched the paper, cold punched up her arm. Not a vision this time. A warning. Her mouth filled with seawater. Her scraped palm burned.
She turned it over.
Half a marriage certificate.
Ada Lorne’s name was written in a slanted hand across the bride line.
Nathaniel Vale’s name had been struck out so







