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​CHAPTER 1 

​SLACK WATER
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The clipboard landed on the desk with a sound like a gavel.

Delphine did not sit. Sitting gave the other person too much. She stood at the edge of Administrator Fenwick's desk with her coat still buttoned and her hands loose at her sides, and she let the silence do its first round of work before she said a single word.

Fenwick was fifty something, reading glasses pushed up into thinning hair, the kind of man who had spent twenty years learning how to say no to people and genuinely believed that made him powerful. He looked at the clipboard. He looked at Delphine. He pulled his glasses down from his hair as if he needed to see her more clearly before deciding what kind of problem she was going to be.

"Mrs. Kline," he said, "the admission timestamp is 11:42 p.m. The wound is a through and through gunshot to the left shoulder. I have a legal obligation to —"

"You have a legal option," Delphine said. "There's a difference, and I think you know it."

She pulled the second chair from against the wall, placed it across from his, and sat in it herself, one ankle crossed over the other, coat still buttoned. Not because she was cold. Because a woman who kept her coat on was a woman who hadn't decided to stay yet, and that particular detail made men like Fenwick want to convince her.

"The law in this state," she said, "requires mandatory reporting of gunshot wounds presenting with evidence of criminal activity. Your patient presented alone, coherent, and with a hunting accident on record with the Halvenmouth Sheriff's office filed at 11:15 p.m. That's twenty seven minutes before your intake team saw him. The sheriff's incident number is 7734 B. You can call Deputy Ames at home if you'd like. He'll confirm."

She watched Fenwick's jaw tighten.

"I've already spoken to the deputy," she added.

The jaw went slack.

She slid the clipboard back across the desk toward him. Slowly. The way you push something toward a man when you want him to understand it was never really in dispute.

"You don't file it," Delphine said, "and I don't remember your daughter's DUI from eighteen months ago, which your night shift charge nurse mentioned to me in the elevator, completely unsolicited. We both go home lighter."

Fenwick stared at her for a long moment. The fluorescent light above them buzzed once, then settled.

"The patient's name stays off the incident log," he said finally.

"His name was never on it," Delphine said. "He's just a man who had a bad day hunting."

She stood, buttoned the top button of her coat which had never actually been unbuttoned, and picked up her bag.

"Thank you for your time," she said. "Your daughter's record thanks you too."

She walked out of his office before he could think of anything to say.

The hallway outside was the particular shade of beige that hospitals seemed to believe was calming, and it smelled of antiseptic and bad coffee and the specific exhaustion of people who worked through the dark hours. Delphine walked it the way she walked every place: steadily, not fast enough to look urgent, not slow enough to look lost. A brother named Dex was in room 214 with a shoulder wound and a hunting story, and she had just spent nineteen minutes making sure he went home in the morning with nothing worse than a scar.

She pushed through the stairwell door instead of waiting for the elevator.

The satisfaction of it moved through her chest, warm and quiet. She wouldn't call it pride. Pride was loud and wanted an audience. This was something smaller, something she kept folded inside her ribcage the way you keep a good knife: close, useful, known only to her.

The Iron Ferrymen called her the Undertow. Had for years. Because no matter how far a brother drifted into trouble, she pulled him back before the current took him under. She had been pulling men back from the edge of consequences since Ozzie first brought her to the club eleven winters ago as his girl, then his wife, and she had been so good at it for so long that it had simply become the thing she was, like her own name, like her own face in the mirror.

She did not mind. Or she told herself she did not mind, which was a different thing, but she had grown practiced at not examining the difference too closely.

She hit the parking garage at the ground level and the cold came for her immediately, the particular wet cold of Halvenmouth in the dark, that river mouth chill that smelled of brine and diesel and the patience of deep water. Her breath clouded ahead of her. She found her truck three rows in and was two steps from the driver's door when a hand caught her by the shoulder and turned her around.

She knew the hand. She had known it for eleven years.

Ozzie was leaning against the truck's passenger side like he had been there for a while, like he had known exactly how long she'd be, which he probably had. He was in his cut, the Iron Ferrymen patch worn soft with years, and his dark hair needed cutting, and there was a grease line along his jaw that he'd missed when he washed up, and Delphine's chest did the thing it always did when she looked at him, which was tighten in a way that was equal parts desire and something else she hadn't named.

"You got him out," Ozzie said. It was not a question.

"Dex goes home tomorrow morning," she said. "You're welcome."

He smiled. It was the smile she'd fallen for in a roadside bar eleven years ago, the one that started slow in one corner of his mouth and only reached the other side after it had decided she deserved it. He pushed off the truck, closed the distance between them, and she let him because she always let him, and his hands cupped her face and he kissed her once, just her mouth, warm and unhurried in the cold garage.

"There she is," he murmured against her jaw. His lips were still close enough that she could feel the words. "My sweet trouble. Come home before I do something stupid."

"You always do something stupid," she said into his collar.

"True. But I do it better when you're there to watch."

She pulled back enough to look at him. His eyes were dark and warm and lit with the thing that had always lived in them when he looked at her, the thing that said: you are the only complicated thing I have ever loved. She had believed in it so completely for so long that she didn't think to question it anymore.

"How'd you know I was here?" she asked.

"Brick called. Said you went to handle Dex's situation." He tucked her hair back from her face, one finger tracing the line of her cheekbone like he was checking she was real. "Couldn't sleep anyway. Figured I'd drive over."

"It's almost one in the morning."

"I know when it is, baby." He said it low, teasing, and kissed the corner of her mouth.

She let herself lean into him for exactly three seconds. She counted without meaning to. Old habit. She had learned to ration the softness she allowed herself in public, even in an empty parking garage, because it was easier to work when no one could see how badly she wanted to stop working and just be his wife.

"Take me home," she said.

"That's the first smart thing you've said all night."

She flicked his ribs and he laughed, and the sound bounced off the concrete ceiling and she felt it in her sternum the way good sounds do.

They took his bike. She held her coat closed with one fist and pressed her other hand flat against his stomach through his jacket, and the city slipped past them, the harbor lights ribboning across the black water, the bridge over the Halven channel lit orange against the fog. She rested her chin on his shoulder blade and for the length of the ride home she let herself have it. The warmth of him. The familiar weight of his back. The smell of his jacket, leather and road and something underneath that was just him, a smell she could have found in a dark room with her hands tied.

Weir Street was quiet. The house was one of the old ones, river stone and timber, deep porch, the kind of bones that held cold in winter and heat in summer with equal stubbornness. They had bought it in their second year of marriage because it had a room with a south facing wall and Delphine had wanted somewhere to put her tide charts. Ozzie had not known what tide charts were and hadn't asked. He'd bought the house.

She thought about that sometimes.

Inside, he pulled her coat off her shoulders and hung it on the hook by the door, and she pulled his cut from his back and hung it beside hers, and that small shared ritual, coats and cuts, his and hers, had been the beginning and end of every night for more years than she sometimes knew what to do with.

"You eat today?" he asked, moving toward the kitchen.

"At Nettie's. Don't worry about it."

"I'm not worried." He opened the refrigerator, stood in its light, and looked back at her. "I just like knowing."

She sat down on the arm of the sofa and watched him, and he pulled out leftover rice and cold chicken and ate it standing at the counter the way he always did, the way she had told him a hundred times was not how a man sat in his own house, and he had ignored her a hundred times because standing at the counter meant he could see the front door, and old habits from rougher years died slowly in men like Ozzie Kline.

"Brick say anything else?" she asked.

"Said Dex was clean when they brought him in. No witnesses, no trail." He looked at her. "Good call on the hunting report."

"Deputy Ames owes the club two favors."

Ozzie pointed at her with the fork. "That's why you're you."

She almost said it then. Tell me how the trouble started. Tell me who called you first. But she didn't. Not yet. She was tired, and he was warm, and the question could wait one more night.

He rinsed the container, left it in the drying rack the way she'd trained him over years of gentle persistence, and came to her at the sofa's arm and stood in front of her. She was sitting higher on the arm so they were almost eye level, and he put both hands on her knees and looked at her face the way he did when he was checking for the tiredness she tried not to show.

"You're running on empty," he said.

"I'm fine."

"You always say that."

"Because I always am."

He moved one hand up to her jaw, tilted her chin, kissed her properly this time, slow and deliberate, the kind of kiss that had nothing to prove because it already knew what it was. She felt her hands find the front of his shirt without her deciding to put them there. It was like that with him, had always been like that, her body knowing what it wanted before her mind caught up.

When he pulled back his forehead rested against hers.

"Come to bed," he said.

"In a minute."

He looked at her once more, then let her go, and she listened to him move through the house, the bathroom, the floor creak outside the bedroom, the sound of him sitting on the bed's edge the way he did every night to take his boots off.

When the house went quiet she stayed where she was.

The folder was in her bag.

She had not meant to look at it tonight. She had meant to file Dex's paperwork and come home and sleep and look at it tomorrow when she was rested and logical and better equipped to find the innocent explanation.

But her hand was already in the bag.

She pulled the admission form out and carried it to the south room, to the tide chart wall, where the Halven tidal predictions were pinned in overlapping rows, updated weekly in her handwriting, the whole living mathematics of the river mouth mapped out in blue ink. She turned on the low lamp on the chart table.

The form was a standard Saint Corven's document. Patient arrival, presenting complaint, time of admission.

11:42 p.m.

Dex had called the club's emergency line at 11:39 p.m. That was the call Ozzie had described. Dex rang, I gave the order, you went. Standard chain. She had never questioned it.

She turned the form over.

On the back was the pre admission note the triage nurse made in the waiting room, timestamped separately.

Patient arrived via private vehicle, accompanied by one adult male, dark hair, motorcycle club identification visible. Departed before triage. Note logged: 11:18 p.m.

She read it again.

11:18 p.m.

Dex arrived at the hospital with a club member at 11:18. The emergency call to the club line came at 11:39. The call Ozzie said was the first he knew about it.

Twenty one minutes. Twenty one minutes between Dex arriving at the hospital and the club being notified. Except someone from the club was already there at 11:18, which meant someone had known before the call, which meant the call was not the first word, which meant Ozzie's timeline —

She set the form down.

She put both palms flat on the chart table and looked at the tides.

The Halven was mid ebb tonight. She knew because she had checked it this morning the way she checked it every morning, the way some people checked the weather. The tide going out and coming back. Always the same. Always mathematically predictable to anyone who knew how to read the signs.

Her hands were steady. She watched them because she needed to know, and they were completely steady, and then something shifted in the base of her chest, some deep and structural thing, and her hands shook once.

Once. Then stopped.

She refolded the form and placed it carefully back inside the folder. She placed the folder inside the bottom drawer of the chart table, beneath the spare tide booklets for the year, where Ozzie would have no reason to look.

Then she straightened up and looked at the wall of charts.

The Ferrymen kept their records at the old terminal. The Ledger of Favors: who owed whom, which rescues had been traded, which debts had been marked paid. She had never had any reason to read it closely. She had never needed to.

She needed to now.

She turned off the low lamp.

In the dark she stood there a moment and listened to the house. The river wind pressing at the window glass. The distant sound of a barge horn somewhere out on the Halven. Ozzie's breathing, slow and even, down the hall.

She knew that breathing. She had slept beside it for eleven years. She knew the sound of it when he was pretending and the sound of it when he was genuinely under, and tonight he was genuinely under, and there was something almost unbearable about that, that he could sleep like that, easy and unknowing, while she stood in the dark with a timestamp that didn't match and a question she wasn't ready to finish asking.

She pressed her fingers to the bridge of her nose.

Not tonight. She would not ask it tonight.

She would go to the terminal in the morning, when the light was flat and honest and her hands were steady, and she would pull the Ledger and read every entry from this year, and she would find the innocent explanation because there would be one.

There would be one.

She walked down the hall and slipped into the bedroom in the dark. Ozzie was on his side, facing the window, one arm out across her side of the bed. She stood in the doorway and looked at the shape of him in the low light that crept in from the street outside.

My sweet trouble, he had said. His mouth at her jaw, warm in the cold garage.

She crossed the room and got into the bed beside him. He stirred just enough to pull her in against his chest, his arm going around her the way it always did, automatic as breathing, and she lay there in the dark with her eyes open and her heartbeat too loud in her ears and his arm across her like a promise she was no longer sure he'd meant to make.

She waited for sleep.

It took a long time.

And when it finally came, it came with the sound of water.
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​CHAPTER 2 

​UNDERTOW READS A LEDGER
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The ferry terminal had been closed to passengers for nine years.

The Iron Ferrymen had bought it in the eighth year for reasons nobody put in writing, which was the way the club handled most of its real estate decisions. The building sat at the mouth of the Halven channel, a wide timber and iron structure that still smelled of the river even in its bones, salt and rust and the particular damp that comes from decades of wet boots and wet rope and water that never fully drained. The passenger hall was empty now, the old ticket windows boarded, the departure boards frozen on times that no longer meant anything. But the back offices were warm and lit and busy in the quiet way of organizations that keep their real work out of public view.

Delphine arrived at half past eight in the morning.

She had woken before Ozzie, dressed in the dark, and left the house with the folder in her bag and a reason already prepared in case anyone asked. The Dex paperwork needed cross referencing with the Ledger's existing entries. Standard procedure after a hospital extraction. She had done it a dozen times. Nobody would think twice.

She was counting on nobody thinking twice.

The terminal's side entrance was unlocked. Two prospects were in the main hall moving boxes, and one of them nodded at her without stopping, which was exactly the reception she wanted. She moved through the hall toward the back corridor with her coat on and her bag at her side and her face doing the thing it did when she was working, which was nothing at all. Still. Readable as a wall.

The records room was third door on the left.

The Ledger of Favors lived in there on a shelf above the filing cabinets, a wide black ledger book with the Ferrymen's wheel and anchor stamp on the cover, kept in a locked case, and Delphine had the key because she had always had the key, because for eleven years she had been the person who made the entries in the Ledger whenever a rescue was completed and a debt was settled. It had never occurred to anyone to question whether she should have access to the book she had been filling in for over a decade.

She unlocked the case and lifted the Ledger out.

It was heavier than it should have been. She knew that was her own head making it so, but she felt the weight of it in her wrists anyway.

She carried it to the table, sat down, and opened to January.

The entries were in her handwriting until March, then in Brick's broader script for a few weeks, then back in hers. She ran her finger down the columns. Date, event, brother involved, nature of the favor extended, debt recorded, debt holder.

She had made thirty one rescue entries this year.

That was a high number. She had noticed it in passing but hadn't examined it. High pressure year, she had told herself. The club expanding its salvage routes, more exposure, more risk.

She found the first hospital entry from February. Brother's name, the event, the favor column where she had written medical discretion secured, no report filed. And in the debt holder column, in handwriting that was not hers, added after her entry in darker ink:

O.K.

Ozzie Kline.

She sat very still.

She turned to March. Found her entry for the courthouse situation, a weapons charge that had evaporated after three hours of conversations she had handled personally. Debt holder column, added after, darker ink.

O.K.

April. A club member's financial exposure she had resolved through two days of documentation work. O.K.

May. An arrest that never became an arrest. O.K.

She turned pages faster now, not running, just moving, the way you move when you already know what you're going to find and you're simply doing the work of confirming it. Every entry. Every single rescue she had conducted this year. Thirty one entries and thirty one debt notations in darker ink, all added after her own handwriting, all bearing her husband's initials.

Ozzie had been logging her rescues as his own favors owed.

She closed the Ledger.

She put both hands flat on the cover and looked at the wall across the table, which was a plain plaster wall with a tide chart pinned to it, the Halven estuary mapped in faded blue ink, and she focused on a point in the middle of it and breathed.

The dread came the way water comes under a door. Not a crash. Not a wave. Just a slow, even seep, cold and patient, finding every low point on the floor until there was nowhere left to stand that wasn't wet.

Thirty one favors. All logged in his name.

She had been working. He had been collecting.

She opened the Ledger again to the debt holder column and followed it forward, looking for who had been calling in those debts, whose name appeared in the settled by entries across from Ozzie's initials.

The name appeared in February for the first time.

W. Poll.

And again in March. April. May. All the way through.

Wystan Poll had been collecting on Ozzie's logged debts all year. Thirty one favors, thirty one entries, one name calling them in like clockwork.

"You're going back further than the Dex entry."

The voice came from the doorway.

Delphine did not startle. She had trained that out of herself years ago, the visible flinch, the guilty jump. She simply looked up.

Wystan Poll was a small woman in her sixties, narrow as a boat cleat, with white hair cut close to her head and eyes the particular grey of the Halven in winter. She wore a dark cardigan and reading glasses on a chain around her neck and she looked, as she always looked, like someone's retired schoolteacher, which Delphine had long suspected was a costume Wystan wore because it was useful.

"I'm cross referencing last night's hospital entry," Delphine said.

"Of course you are." Wystan came into the room without being invited, which she never needed an invitation for since this was as much her territory as anyone's. She sat down across the table with the easy authority of a woman who had occupied every room she ever entered. "You could have asked me. I know the entries."

"I prefer primary sources."

"Yes," Wystan said. "You always have."

A silence opened between them. Outside, a river barge moved somewhere in the channel, and the building made the low structural moan it made when the water traffic disturbed the pylons below.

Delphine kept her hands still on the Ledger's cover.

"The debt notations in the column," she said. "Who added those? The darker ink."

Wystan looked at her for a long moment. Not unkindly. The way a woman looks at someone she has been expecting.

"Ozzie logs them," Wystan said. "After you complete the work."

"He logs my rescues as his favors owed."

"He logs the club's obligations as they accrue. The favor was extended under the club's umbrella. He's road captain. It falls under his ledger."

"That's not how the entries have ever been categorized."

"It's how they're categorized now."

Delphine looked down at the book. One entry, then the next. The whole year of her work, logged in someone else's name.

"And you collect on them," she said.

Wystan reached across the table and closed the Ledger herself, gently, with one small hand. She did not answer the question. She didn't need to.

"You pull them from the fire," Wystan said, not looking up from the cover. "He sells the ash. Everyone eats, sugar. Don't spoil the arrangement."

Delphine looked at the side of Wystan's face.

"What does he owe you?" she asked.

Wystan lifted her eyes then. They were very calm. "That's between him and the Ledger."

"I keep the Ledger."

"Not that page, you don't."

The room was very quiet. The barge had passed and the pylons had settled and there was just the two of them and the closed black book between them and the weight of a year's worth of work sitting in the air like something solid.

"Wystan," Delphine said.

"Go home," Wystan said, not unkindly. "Go home and let the arrangement continue. You do the work, the debt gets managed, everyone stays level. It has been working fine."

"It has been working fine for everyone except me."

"You've been fed, housed, and valued."

Something moved across Delphine's chest. Not anger. Anger was hot and this was the opposite, a cold and clarifying thing, like the moment a fog burns off the river and you see exactly how close the rocks were all along.

She stood up.

She picked up her bag.

"Thank you for the clarity," she said.

She walked out of the records room, down the corridor, through the passenger hall where the two prospects were still moving boxes, through the side entrance, and into the raw morning air of Halvenmouth.

She stood on the dock outside the terminal for a moment, the Halven channel spread out in front of her, the water running grey green in the flat light, moving with the restless patience it always had.

Valued.

Wystan had said valued. Not loved, not respected, not thanked. Valued. Like a tool in a good working order. Like a vehicle that runs clean.

She pressed two fingers to the space between her eyebrows and breathed once.

Then she walked to her truck and drove home.



The house on Weir Street was empty when she got back. Ozzie's bike was gone from the drive.

She went inside and stood in the kitchen and looked at the room: the drying rack with the rinsed container from last night's cold dinner, his boots by the door, the jacket he'd left on the chair arm. Eleven years of a life arranged in small specific ways around the shape of a man, and this morning every detail of it looked different, the way a landscape looks different from the same window in different weather.

She sat at the kitchen table.

Not because she wanted to sit. Because she needed to put herself somewhere and that was the closest surface.

The question was not whether it was true. She had the entries. She had Wystan's non denial. The question was what she did with it, which was the question Delphine had been trained by years of other people's crises to ask first, to skip the emotion and go straight to the decision tree.

Except she was not in someone else's crisis.

She was in her own, and the decision tree kept blurring.

She pressed her palms to the table and felt the grain of the wood under them and tried to let that be enough to hold on to for a minute. Just the table. Just the wood. Just now.

When the front door opened she heard it and didn't move.

Ozzie came in from the cold, smelling of the river and exhaust and the beginning of the day. He came through the kitchen doorway, saw her at the table, and stopped.

"Hey," he said. "You're home early."

"Finished at the terminal," she said.

He crossed the kitchen, bent down, kissed the top of her head the way he always did when he came home, a habit so old it was written into his muscle memory. She felt his lips through her hair and said nothing.

He went to the refrigerator and opened it, looking at its contents with the vague optimism he always brought to that particular task.

"Brick called," he said. "Wants a road captain meeting this afternoon."

"About Dex?"

"About the Westport run. Dex is settled." He glanced at her over the refrigerator door. "You okay? You look like you slept wrong."

"I'm fine," she said.

He looked at her a second longer. Then he pulled out the orange juice and poured himself a glass and leaned against the counter.

He was so comfortable in his own kitchen. That was the thing that landed on her quietly and without warning: he was so completely at ease, glass in hand, shoulder against the counter, the small satisfied weight of a man in his own life. And she had made that ease possible. She had been making it possible for years, clearing the path of consequences the way you clear snow off a walk, and he had been selling the cleared path to Wystan Poll by the shovelful without Delphine ever knowing.

"How'd it go at the terminal?" he asked.

"Fine," she said.

"Cross referencing sorted?"

"Getting there."

He nodded and finished the juice and rinsed the glass. Set it in the drying rack on top of last night's container.

She watched him do it and felt the distance between who he was in this kitchen and who he was in that Ledger, and the distance was enormous and had no bottom she could see.

That night he made dinner. He did this sometimes, not often, pasta from a recipe his mother had written on a card that lived in the third kitchen drawer, and it was the only dish he made that required actual attention, and he gave it actual attention, turning the heat down when she told him it was too high, tasting as he went, the whole process earnest and slightly clumsy in the way things are when someone cares whether they get it right.

She sat at the counter and watched him cook and they talked. About the road captain meeting. About Marlow, Ozzie's younger brother who was two months into his prospect period and finding the adjustment harder than expected. About a crack in the Weir Street porch boards that needed fixing before the cold deepened.

Normal. All of it completely normal, and she answered and asked and laughed once at something he said, and the whole time the Ledger sat in her mind like a stone in still water, taking up space, changing the depth.

After dinner they washed up together. He washed, she dried. Another one of those rituals that had built up over years without anyone deciding on them, just two people finding their positions in a shared life.

He handed her a pot and their fingers overlapped on the handle.

She looked at his hand.

She knew this hand. She knew the scar along the base of his thumb from a chain accident seven years ago, knew the way his knuckle on the ring finger had never quite healed straight after the fight in Eastport, knew the weight and texture of it in the dark. She had believed this hand the way you believe in things that have held you when you needed holding.

He was watching her look at his hand.

"Del," he said.

"I'm tired," she said, and dried the pot.

In bed that night he reached for her and she
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