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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, power imbalance, explicit language, domestic violence (past, off-page), captivity and forced labor, survival situations, references to drowning and near-death experiences, morally grey characters, and toxic relationship 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.
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“The ocean doesn’t drown you. It waits until you stop fighting. And then it holds you down with the gentlest hands you’ve ever felt.”

— Marguerite Voss, The Weight of Salt

For the ones who stayed when the door was open.
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PROLOGUE

Wreckage
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THE HULL SCREAMS BEFORE the water takes it.

Metal on rock, a sound like tearing fabric amplified through a cathedral. I am already underwater when the noise reaches me, already sinking, already tangled in something alive that wraps my ankles and pulls. Not a current. Something with texture, with grip. Fronds, I think. Seaweed. Kelp. It doesn't matter what it's called when it's holding you under.

I kick free. The cold hits my ribs like a second impact, and the pain is clarifying in a way that panic is not. I surface. Gasp. The boat is twenty feet away, tilting at an angle that means it's done. Water pours through a gash in the starboard hull where I drove it straight into something solid beneath the surface. Not rocks. Lines. Ropes and anchors and whatever structure holds an underwater farm together.

I destroyed someone's crop in the dark. There's a thought worth laughing at, if I had air to spare.

The sky is starless. Smoke from somewhere inland has been turning the sunset orange for days, and now, at 2 AM, it swallows the moon. I tread water in near-total blackness, listening to the boat die. The engine gurgles. The cabin floods.

And then I hear it.

A voice. Below deck.

Not a shout. A sound halfway between a scream and a sob, muffled by water, by hull, by the terrible acoustics of a sinking vessel. Someone is inside the boat.

Roe.

The kid. Lachlan's deckhand. Nineteen, maybe twenty, who slept on the bench berth because he had nowhere else, whose job was to clean the bilge and check the lines and pretend not to hear what happened above deck after midnight. Roe, who I forgot about when I took the throttle and pointed the bow north. Who was asleep below when I stole the boat out from under him.

The hull tilts further. The screaming gets louder.

I don't think. I swim.

The water inside the cabin is chest-high and rising. I find Roe by sound, by the thrashing, by the whites of his eyes in the dark. He's tangled in a bunk net, one arm free, the other caught. I pull the knife from the galley drawer, the same knife that gave me this scar on my palm two years ago, and I cut him loose.

He grabs me. Fingers on my shoulders, nails digging through my shirt. He's coughing water, sobbing something I can't parse, and the boat shudders beneath us, settling deeper. I haul him through the companionway. We surface together, both gasping, and the cold hits him worse than it hits me because he's wearing cotton and I'm wearing a sports bra and cargo shorts and two years of practice at surviving things I shouldn't have to survive.

"Swim," I tell him. "That way. Rocks."

I can see the silhouette of a rocky outcrop forty meters out. He can make it. He's young and scared and the adrenaline will carry him.

"What about you?" His teeth are already chattering.

"I'm right behind you."

He swims. Sloppy, desperate strokes, but he moves. I watch until I see him haul himself onto the rocks, a shadow against darker shadows, and then I turn away.

I am not right behind him. I will not be anywhere near him when someone comes asking questions. If someone comes. If anyone finds a teenager on a rock in the middle of a kelp field at 2 AM in July.

If he dies, it's on me.

The thought is clean and cold and factual, like the water. I add it to the collection of things I carry: the bruise wrapping my left ribs where Lachlan's boot connected, the scar on my palm from the knife I gripped too hard, the sound of my own voice filing a police report I would retract eight hours later.

I swim.

The kelp is everywhere. Great ribbons of it sliding against my legs, wrapping my calves, pulling gently in the current like fingers trying to hold me still. I fight through it, and every stroke tears another frond, and somewhere in the back of my mind I register that I'm making the damage worse. I am ripping apart someone's livelihood to save myself, and I am too tired to care.

The cold is settling in now. Not the sharp pain of the initial plunge but the deeper, slower thing that lives underneath it. The numbness. The way my fingers stop closing all the way, the way my kick weakens. Hypothermia doesn't storm you. It negotiates. It says: just stop for a second. Just float. Just close your eyes.

I don't close my eyes.

I see the light.

A beam, cutting across the water from somewhere onshore. Not a lighthouse. Handheld. Someone is standing on a dock, sweeping a flashlight across the surface, and the beam catches the kelp and the wreckage and me.

It holds on me.

I have ten seconds to decide. Swim toward the light, or disappear into the dark. The dark is the Pacific, and the Pacific at 50 degrees in July will kill me before sunrise. The light is a stranger. A stranger on an island I just damaged, whose livelihood I just tore apart, whose attention I cannot afford.

But I'm so cold. And my ribs hurt where Lachlan kicked them, and my palm stings where the old scar opened against the knife handle, and Roe is on those rocks behind me, maybe alive, maybe not, and I am twenty-seven years old and I am so tired of swimming away from things.

I swim toward the light.

It doesn't move. It waits.

The last thing I see before my arms give out is a man's silhouette at the end of a wooden dock. Tall. Still. Patient. Like he's been waiting for something to wash ashore.

The water takes my weight. The kelp takes my ankles.

And the light takes everything else.
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Salvage
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SALT ON MY TONGUE. Wool against my cheek. A floor that doesn't rock.

I open my eyes to wood. Rough-hewn planks, the grain dark with age and moisture, the kind of floor you'd find in a boathouse or a workshop. Not a hospital. Not a Coast Guard station. Somewhere with no fluorescent lights, no intake forms, no questions.

A blanket is wrapped around me, coarse and warm. My clothes are still wet underneath it, and the combination of damp cotton and scratchy wool against my skin produces a sensation so specific it pins me to the moment: I am alive, I am cold, and I am somewhere I've never been.

I sit up. The pain in my ribs makes the room tilt.

"Three hours."

The voice comes from my left. I turn too fast, and my neck protests, and there he is. Sitting on a wooden crate near the open dock-side doors, backlit by a sky that's just beginning to lighten. The man from the dock. The flashlight. He's bigger than his silhouette promised. Tall, wide through the shoulders, wearing a flannel shirt with the sleeves shoved past his elbows and work pants stiff with salt. His hands rest on his knees. They're large and scarred and perfectly still.

"Three hours," he repeats. "That's how long you've been out."

I look around. A boathouse. Functional, not decorative. Kayak rack on one wall, coiled lines, buckets, a workbench with tools I recognize from a life I'm trying to leave. Through the open dock-side doors, a strip of gray water, and beyond it, a smudge of darker gray that might be the mainland or might be smoke.

"Where am I?"

"Harrow Island."

I don't know it. "San Juans?"

"Far side of the archipelago. No ferry service. No cell tower on this end of the island."

He says it the way you'd read a spec sheet. No emphasis, no threat. Just facts. But the facts are the threat: no ferry, no phone, no way off.

I pull the blanket tighter. "I need to get to the mainland."

"I'm sure you do." He doesn't move. Those hands, still on his knees, still. "But first you're going to answer a question."

I wait.

"Whose boat was that?"

The lie forms automatically, the way it always does, smooth and fast, shaped by three years of practice. "Mine."

He studies me. His eyes are gray-green, the color of deep water where kelp filters the light. They don't blink. "Try again."

"It's my boat."

"It's a thirty-two-foot Bayliner with a Tacoma registration and a commercial salvage permit sticker on the transom. You're not from Tacoma. You're not in salvage. And you ran it into my kelp field at two in the morning with no running lights, doing about twenty knots, which means you were either drunk or running." He tilts his head. The motion is minimal, precise. "You don't smell like alcohol."

I touch the scar on my palm. A reflex. I catch myself and fold my hands.

"Your kelp field."

"Forty acres of cultivated bull kelp. Nereocystis luetkeana. Six months of propagation and growth. I harvest in October for commercial buyers who use it in supplements, fertilizer, and sustainable packaging." He pauses. "You destroyed roughly a third of it."

I think of the fronds I tore through in the dark. The ropes I drove through. The structural damage that probably extends underwater in ways I can't see from this floor.

"I'm sorry."

"Sorry doesn't replant fourteen acres."

"What does?"

He looks at me. Something shifts behind those gray-green eyes, and I can't read it, and the inability to read it is its own kind of warning. I've spent three years reading Lachlan, cataloging his moods by the angle of his jaw, the speed of his blink, the way his voice dropped half a register before his hand came up. I became fluent in the grammar of a dangerous man.

This man is different. The grammar is different. He sits perfectly still and his voice never changes, and I can't find the tells because he's not hiding them. He's not performing calm. He is calm. That's worse.

"You have two options," he says. "I call the Coast Guard and report a stolen vessel and the woman I pulled from the water beside it. They'll be here in four hours, weather permitting. You'll answer their questions. They'll contact the registered owner." His pause is surgical. "Or."

"Or."

"Or you stay. And you repair every line, every anchor, every holdfast you destroyed. You work in the water until the damage is undone. Twenty-one days, minimum. Maybe more, depending on what the survey shows."

Twenty-one days. On an island with no ferry. With a man I don't know. Repairing kelp I destroyed while running for my life.

I look at the water through the open doors. It's gray and flat, and somewhere beneath it is the wreckage of Lachlan's boat, and somewhere on a rock is a teenager I might have killed, and somewhere behind me is a man who will find me if I go back.

"I'll work."

He nods. Once. Reaches behind the crate and produces a folded pile: a wetsuit, a pair of neoprene gloves, water shoes. He sets them on the floor between us.

"What's your name?"

I almost say it. The wrong one. The one Lachlan gave me, the one on the retracted police report, the name I used when I was still pretending things were fine. But my mouth catches the word before it leaves, and I swallow it, and I give him the real one instead. I don't know why. Maybe because he asked without demanding.

"Inès. Sorrell."

"Thane Maddox." He stands. He's taller than I thought, and the motion is efficient, like everything about him. "You start at sunrise, Inès. You don't stop until I say."

He walks out. The dock creaks under his weight, and the sound fades, and I'm alone in a boathouse on an island I can't leave, holding a wetsuit that belongs to a man who just decided my next three weeks.

I unfold the wetsuit. It's too big. It smells like neoprene and salt and someone else's body, and I put it on the floor beside me and I sit with my back against the wall and I watch the water through the open doors.

The sky is brightening. Smoke on the horizon turns the dawn the color of a healing bruise.

I touch the scar on my palm. I think about Roe on the rocks. I think about the kelp wrapping my ankles like fingers.

I don't think about Lachlan.

That's the biggest lie of all.
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CHAPTER 2

Current
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SHE LIES TO ME THREE times before sunrise, and each time, her left hand drifts to the scar on her palm.

I notice the pattern from the dock, where I'm sitting with a mug of coffee that's gone cold, watching the boathouse the way I watch the water: with the kind of attention that looks passive but catalogs everything. The ripple that means a current shift. The surface disturbance that signals something moving beneath. The small, involuntary gesture of a woman touching her own scar when her mouth produces words that aren't true.

She said the boat was hers. Lie. She gave me her name without hesitation. That part was real. The rest of it, the controlled calm, the measured answers, the way she sat against the wall like she'd done it before, like she knew how to arrange her body in unfamiliar spaces to take up the least amount of room, that was performance. Good performance. The kind you develop through repetition.

I pour the cold coffee into the water and go inside.

My house is four hundred feet from the boathouse, connected by a gravel path and a wooden walkway that crosses the rocky beach. It's small. Two bedrooms I use as one bedroom and one storage room, a kitchen, a front room with windows facing the water, a porch that wraps around three sides. I built most of it myself in the first year, when building was the only thing that kept my hands from going still.

I sit at the kitchen table with my laptop and the satellite phone. The internet on Harrow is satellite-based, slow, intermittent, adequate. I call Jasper Trask, who I served with on the cutter Steadfast, who now runs a desk at Coast Guard Sector Puget Sound.

"I need you to pull something for me."

"Maddox. It's four in the morning."

"Stolen vessel report. Bayliner, thirty-two-foot, Tacoma registration. Would have been filed in the last seventy-two hours."

Silence on his end. The kind of silence that means he's deciding whether to help me or tell me to call the tip line like a civilian.

"You find something?"

"It's in my kelp field."

More silence. Then the sound of a keyboard. Jasper was never good at saying no. He was worse at letting things go, which is why he's still Coast Guard and I'm growing seaweed on a rock.

"Here. Reported stolen three days ago from a commercial slip in Tacoma. Owner is a Lachlan Voss, operating under Voss Maritime Salvage LLC. Report was filed, then retracted six hours later."

"Retracted."

"Owner called back and said it was a misunderstanding. Authorized user."

I stare at the wall. A stolen vessel report filed and then retracted. That doesn't read like a boat theft. That reads like a man who called the police on someone and then thought better of it. A man who wanted the law involved and then decided he'd rather handle it himself.

"Anything else on the owner?"

"Thane."

"Anything else, Jasper."

He sighs. More typing. "There's a flag. An older one. Domestic assault report filed by an Inès Sorrell, Tacoma PD, fourteen months ago. Listed Voss as the suspect. Report was withdrawn by the complainant."

I close my eyes. The bruising on her ribs. The flinch when I lifted her from the water. The practiced efficiency of her body in a stranger's space. I've seen this architecture before. I've watched women sit exactly the way she sits, shoulders drawn, spine against the wall, eyes on every exit.

"Thanks, Jasper."

"You gonna call this in?"

"I'll think about it."

"Don't think too long. If she stole the boat, she's a federal matter. And if Voss is looking for her, he's not going to stop at a retracted report."

I hang up. I sit at the table and I look at my hands. Rope-burned across the knuckles, a raised scar on the right index finger from a line that snapped under tension, a permanent callus on each palm from hauling wet kelp.

These hands pulled her from the water. These hands wrapped a blanket around her. These hands are holding a phone that could end her freedom with one call.

I make two cups of coffee. Black, strong, the way I drink it because no one's ever told me another way. I carry both outside, down the path, across the walkway, onto the dock. The boathouse door is closed. I set one mug on the planks in front of it, and I walk away.

The sky is lighter now. The smoke layer has thickened overnight, turning the dawn from orange to amber, and the light has a weight to it, a density that makes the air feel closer. The marine forecast on the weather radio said highs of ninety-three today, abnormal for the San Juans, with onshore smoke from the interior fires and air quality advisories for sensitive groups.

Ninety-three degrees on an island in the Pacific Northwest in July. The world is wrong, and getting wronger.

I walk the perimeter. This is habit, the morning circuit I've done every day for four years: the dock, the north shore, the ridge trail, the south cove, back to the house. Forty minutes. I check the tide lines, the kelp visible from shore, the condition of the two anchor buoys I can see from the bluff. Today I also check for signs of the wreck. From the ridge, I can see the debris field: the Bayliner's stern is still visible, half-submerged, listing against the rock formation that marks the western boundary of my cultivation area. The damage is substantial. From up here, I can see the torn lines, the displaced anchor weights, the gap in the canopy where healthy kelp should be.

Six months of work. The spring planting, the line repairs, the predator management, the growth monitoring. All of it in that section, gone.

I should be angry. I am angry. But the anger is cold, the kind that settles into muscle memory rather than flaring, and underneath it is something else. Something about the way she said "I'll work." No negotiation. No plea. No excuse. Just the decision, clean and immediate, made by someone who understood that options were a luxury she'd already spent.

Back at the house, I check the marine radio. The usual traffic: weather advisories, vessel movements, the Coast Guard broadcast on Channel 16. And there, buried in the automated alerts, a brief mention of the stolen vessel — a description that matches the Bayliner, a request for information, a contact number.

I turn the radio down. Not off. Down. If she's in the boathouse with the doors open, she can't hear it. But the broadcast will repeat every four hours.

I'll need to manage that.

I sit on the porch with my coffee and I watch the boathouse. She hasn't opened the door. The coffee I left is still on the dock.

Somewhere in Tacoma, a man named Lachlan Voss is looking for a boat. And the woman who took it. And he retracted the police report because he doesn't want anyone else to find her first.

I know the shape of this. I know how the story goes. I've seen the bruises. I've read the report.

I should call the Coast Guard. I should report her, protect myself, let the law handle the rest.

Instead, I go to the boathouse and knock. No answer. I open the door. She's standing at the dock-side opening, looking out at the water, wearing the wetsuit I gave her. It hangs loose on her frame, and the neoprene rolls at her wrists and ankles, and she looks like a kid wearing her father's coat.

She turns. Her eyes are dry and clear and she's been awake the entire time I was making phone calls and walking perimeters and learning her secrets.

"The coffee's cold," she says.

"You could have come inside."

"I wasn't invited inside."

Something catches in my chest. Not pity. Something sharper.

"Sunrise was ten minutes ago," I say. "We're late."

I turn and walk toward the skiff. After a moment, I hear her follow. Her footsteps on the dock are lighter than mine, more careful, the footsteps of someone who learned early how to move through a space without disturbing it.

The skiff is a sixteen-foot aluminum flat-bottom, rigged for kelp work. I've loaded the mesh bags, the line cutters, the anchor weights. The dive gear is already aboard: two tanks, two regulators, two sets of fins.

She sees the tanks and something shifts in her posture. Her shoulders come forward, her chin lifts, and for a second, I see her. Not the woman who flinches. The woman who dives. The woman whose body knows the water the way mine knows the land.

"You're a diver," I say.

"Commercial. Certified for welding, salvage, hull inspection."

I hand her a mask. She takes it. Her fingers are sure on the straps, adjusting the fit automatically, and she checks the seal against her face with a practiced exhale.

I start the outboard and point the skiff toward the damaged section. Neither of us speaks. The water is flat, the smoke layer turning the morning light soft and diffuse, and the only sound is the engine and the hull cutting the surface.

I should call the Coast Guard.

Instead, I hand her a pair of dive gloves and watch her pull them on with hands that know their purpose. And I think: this is a mistake. And I think: I don't care. And I think of the bruise on her ribs, shaped like fingers, and my own hands tighten on the tiller until the scars go white.
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Below
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THE OCEAN FLOOR IS another country.

I've dived in harbors where the visibility was measured in inches, in rivers where the current fought me for every foot, in tanks so deep the pressure sang in my teeth. But I've never seen anything like Thane's kelp field.

The fronds rise from the bottom like columns in a flooded cathedral, reaching sixty, seventy feet toward the surface. Sunlight filters through the canopy and turns the water green-gold, dappled, shifting with every swell. Bull kelp. I know the species from textbooks and field guides, but seeing it alive, in density, is different from reading about it. Each plant is anchored to the substrate by a holdfast, a root-like mass that grips the rock with the tenacity of something that knows the ocean will try to tear it free.

The damaged section is unmistakable. I follow Thane down along a guide rope, and at fifteen feet, the destruction begins. Sheared fronds trail in the current like cut hair. Anchor lines, the industrial rope that connects the cultivation structure, lie severed across the rock. Holdfasts have been torn from their substrate, leaving pale scars on the stone. I did this. At two in the morning, in the dark, at twenty knots, I drove a stolen boat through a man's patient work and left devastation.

Thane swims beside me, pointing. His movements underwater are different from his movements on land. Up there, he's controlled, measured, deliberate. Down here, he's fluid. His body rolls with the current rather than fighting it. He handles the kelp with a gentleness that stops me mid-stroke, my fins pausing, my breath held.

He cradles a damaged frond the way you'd hold an injured animal. Two fingers under the blade, supporting it, tilting it toward the light. He examines the tear, then reaches into his mesh bag for a biodegradable clip, a small plastic device I've never seen before. He positions the clip to hold the frond's torn edges together, giving the tissue a chance to heal. His fingers, thick and scarred above water, are precise down here. Surgical. He clips the frond and moves on without looking back.

I follow. He shows me the repair process: how to identify which holdfasts can be salvaged and which are lost, how to retie the anchor lines using a specific knot that distributes tension without abrading the kelp stipe, how to transplant juvenile plants from the undamaged section to fill the gaps. The work is intricate. My dive gloves, oversized, make it harder.

Thirty minutes in, my hands are shaking. Not from effort. From cold. The water is fifty-two degrees. I know this because my body has been measuring it since the moment I submerged, and fifty-two degrees is the threshold where the counting starts. How long until the numbness in my fingers reaches my wrists. How long until my kick slows. How long until the shivering overtakes the precision.

Thane notices before I do. Or maybe he's been watching the whole time. He taps my shoulder and points up. Surface.

I don't want to surface. Not because I'm not cold. Because down here, underwater, I am the version of myself I trust. The one with training, with competence, with a body that does what I tell it. The version that Lachlan couldn't touch. He never came underwater. He didn't dive. The ocean was the one place he couldn't follow, and I've carried that distinction like a talisman for three years: below the surface, I'm free.

But my fingers are blue, and Thane is pointing up, and I follow because that was the deal.

We surface beside the skiff. The air hits me like a wall. Ninety degrees and rising, the sky white with smoke haze, and the contrast between the frigid water and the scorching air makes my body stutter. I grip the gunwale and haul myself in, and the motion pulls at my ribs, and I don't hide the wince fast enough.

Thane is already in the skiff. He reaches behind the bench seat and produces a dry cloth. Not a towel. A cloth, rough and absorbent, the kind you'd use for engine work or deck maintenance. He takes my hands without asking. Wraps the cloth around them. His grip is firm and impersonal and thorough, the way you'd treat a piece of equipment that needs to function, and his hands are so warm around mine that the contrast with the cold makes me dizzy.

"Circulation," he says. "You were down too long for your first dive."

"I can handle more."

"You can handle what I tell you." He releases my hands. The cloth stays. "Warm up. We go again in twenty."

I sit in the skiff with the sun pressing on my shoulders and the cloth on my hands and the echo of his grip in my palms. The warmth comes back slowly. My fingers ache, then sting, then feel. The shaking subsides.

He's checking the mesh bags, sorting the tools, coiling the rope. His motions are automatic, rhythmic, the movements of a man who has done this same work in this same boat a thousand times. There's something almost meditative about watching him. The rope slips through his fingers in measured lengths. He coils it counterclockwise, right hand over left, and the coil is perfect every time.

"The kelp," I say. "How long does it take to grow?"

"Bull kelp is annual. A single plant can grow two inches a day in peak season. Full canopy in a season if conditions are right." He finishes the coil and clips it to the gunwale. "I propagate from spore. Seed the lines in February. By July, a healthy field looks like what you saw in the undamaged section."

"And I destroyed half a year of that."

He looks at me. Not with anger. With something I can't name, something that sits between assessment and something warmer, and the namelessness of it unnerves me.

"A third," he corrects. "Fourteen acres. The rest survived."

"How long to repair it?"

"If the holdfasts can be salvaged, six weeks of daily work to restabilize. If we're transplanting, longer. October harvest is the target. Miss that window, and the entire section dies back to spore."

"You said twenty-one days."

"Twenty-one days of your labor, not twenty-one days to completion. You do the hours. I do the rest."

There it is. The math of captivity. Twenty-one days times however many hours he sets, and the exchange rate is my freedom for his kelp, my time for his patience, my body in the freezing water for the damage my body caused.

I should feel resentful. I feel something else. Something that tastes like structure, like purpose, like a frame to hang the shapeless days on. For three years, my days were shaped by Lachlan's moods. Then for three days, they were shaped by nothing, by running, by the open water and the blind panic of a woman with no plan. Now they're shaped by kelp and cold water and a man who wraps my hands in engine rags without being asked.

"Rule one," Thane says, and his voice pulls me back to the skiff, to the sun, to the water. "You never dive alone. Not in my field, not anywhere on this island, not in any water I can't see you from."

"That's a lot of water."

"Then stay visible."

"What happens if I don't?"

His jaw sets. Not anger. Something older, something that lives deeper than the present moment. "You don't dive alone. That's the rule."

I don't push. There's a history in his voice that I can hear the way I hear stress fractures in a ship hull: not the break itself, but the resonance around it. Something broke in this man around the subject of diving alone, and the rule is the scar tissue.

"Okay," I say.

He looks at me like he expected a fight. When he doesn't get one, something in his posture loosens, a fraction of a degree, barely visible. He picks up the mesh bag with the clips and the line cutters and tips his chin toward the water.

"Twenty minutes are up."

We go back down. The second dive is harder. The cold is cumulative, each minute underwater adding to the deficit, and by the time we surface again, I can barely grip the gunwale. My lips are blue. I know this because my tongue, numb and thick, can feel the texture of my own mouth changing.

Thane pulls me into the skiff. This time, he doesn't just wrap my hands. He takes the cloth and presses it to the back of my neck, to my wrists, to the insides of my elbows. Pulse points. Warming the blood. His hands move with the efficiency of someone who has done this before, who has brought cold divers back from the edge, and the thought that he has done this before, that other hands have been where mine are, doesn't comfort me the way it should.

"Enough for today," he says.

"I can do more."

"You can't. And I won't peel you off the bottom."

He starts the outboard. The skiff cuts through the flat water toward the dock, and the island rises out of the smoke haze, green and brown and solid. As we approach, I see the shape of the property: the dock, the boathouse, the gravel path, the house higher up the slope, tucked into the tree line. Douglas fir and western red cedar, dense enough to make the house almost invisible from the water.

He ties off the skiff. I climb onto the dock on legs that don't fully cooperate, and the wood is warm under my feet, sun-baked, and the heat from below and the sun from above press against my cold body from both sides.

Thane unloads the gear. I stand on the dock and watch the horizon. Smoke. A thick line of it, amber and gray, hugging the mainland coast.

"How far away is that?"

"The fires?"

"The smoke."

He looks east. "The ridge fires are about sixty miles inland. But the smoke carries. It's been in the sound for a week."

"Is it getting worse?"

He pauses. Just a beat. Not long enough to be called hesitation by anyone who wasn't watching for it.

"Far enough," he says. But his jaw is tight.

I file that. The way I file everything: the face-down photograph, the rule about diving alone, the way he wraps my hands without asking. The woman who survived Lachlan did it by cataloging. Every detail, every deviation from pattern. Every tightened jaw.

I walk to the boathouse. Inside, I strip the wetsuit and hang it on the rack and put on the dry clothes he left folded on the crate: a T-shirt too large for me, shorts with a drawstring waist, both smelling of detergent and cedar. His clothes. I'm wearing his clothes, sleeping in his boathouse, working in his water.

I sit on the crate and eat the food he left while I was diving. A sandwich, an apple, a bottle of water. I eat all of it. I don't know when I started being the kind of person who eats everything offered to her without checking first, without calculating the cost of accepting, without weighing the debt.

Actually, I do know. Three days ago. When I took a boat that wasn't mine and drove it north until the fuel ran low and the kelp stopped me.

The sun tracks across the boathouse floor. The heat builds. By noon, the air inside is thick and still, and my skin prickles with sweat, and the relief of the cold water feels distant and impossible.

I sleep. I dream of Roe. Water filling a hull. A voice screaming from below deck. The sound of my own breathing, too loud, too fast, drowning him out.

I wake with salt on my face. Not tears. Sweat. The boathouse is an oven. Through the
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