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I arrived at Lighthouse Point with two stainless-steel thermoses of coffee, one thermal tote of “hot water for tea people,” and the kind of optimism that only exists when you haven’t yet had your badge rejected by a machine.

It was a gray morning—Salt-fog gray, Salvage Bay gray, the kind of gray that made the lighthouse look less like a landmark and more like a judgment. The wind off the water had teeth. It got under my collar and into my bones like it had a long-standing grudge against warmth.

Simone’s voice had followed me up the road in the form of a text, because Simone believed in sending love in the same way she sent out dinner orders: clean, direct, and timed.

Thermoses full? Lids tight? Receipt signed. No heroics.

I stared at the message while my car warmed up, and I could practically see her eyebrow lift on the other end. “No heroics” was her polite way of saying, Maren, do not adopt a crisis today.

“I’m just dropping off coffee,” I’d told her as I’d grabbed the thermoses. “I can’t even adopt a plant successfully.”

Simone had kissed my forehead and handed me a bag of napkins like she was sending me into battle.

“Coffee makes people honest,” she’d said. “Which is terrifying. Be careful.”

Now I lugged the thermoses up the path toward Lighthouse Point and tried to pretend I wasn’t already regretting agreeing to this.

It wasn’t that I minded helping Simone. I would carry coffee through a hurricane if it meant Simone got paid on time and her staff didn’t have to listen to Old Town’s version of “we’ll mail the check.” It was that Lighthouse Point made my brain go... weird.

Not paranormal weird. I didn’t hear ghosts. I didn’t see phantom keepers wandering around in oilskins with lanterns. I wasn’t that kind of person. I was the kind of person who panicked about splinters and deadlines and whether I’d locked my truck.

But the lighthouse made my anxiety hum like a taut wire.

It was too tall. Too watchful. Too steady.

It blinked, and something inside me always wanted to blink back.

The renovation kickoff had turned the whole area into a maze. Temporary fencing cut across the usual footpath. Caution tape snapped in the wind like a whip. Scaffolding rose around parts of the structure like a metal cage. Tool trucks idled near the lot, the diesel tang mixing with salt air and wet pine from the scrubby trees clinging to the bluff.

And people—so many people—moved with that specific energy of a construction site that had money involved. Clipboards. Radios. Hard hats. Men with reflective vests who looked like they’d been born knowing where the nearest outlet was.

Everything smelled like sawdust and fresh paint and cold metal.

It smelled like change, which Salvage Bay hated unless it could control it.

A plywood walkway had been laid over the muddy path, and it flexed faintly under my boots. With every step, the thermoses clinked softly against each other, like they were whispering, You didn’t have to come here.

I reached the first checkpoint and immediately learned I was not considered a person.

I was considered a problem.

A man in a yellow vest stepped into my path like he’d been waiting for someone exactly like me to show up and ruin his morning. He held a tablet in one gloved hand and a coffee cup in the other, which felt cruel.

“Badge?” he asked.

“I have coffee,” I said, because my mouth likes to try humor first. “Does that count as a badge? I’m basically a benefactor.”

He didn’t blink. “Badge.”

“I’m catering,” I said, shifting the thermal tote higher on my arm. “The Mooring. Simone Navarro.”

Yellow Vest Guy tapped his tablet. “You on the list?”

“I am... a person,” I said. “Does that help.”

He gave me the look people give stray dogs when they’re not sure if they bite.

“Names,” he said.

“Maren,” I said. “Maren... at-your-service.”

Yellow Vest Guy didn’t smile. He looked past me toward the parking lot like he was hoping I’d vanish.

“Deliveries go through the service gate,” he said, and pointed in the opposite direction of where every sign said “DELIVERIES.”

I turned, and sure enough, the “service gate” was a stretch of fencing with a gap that looked like it had been cut with boredom and a bolt cutter. A second checkpoint was visible beyond it.

A checkpoint for the checkpoint.

I adjusted my grip and headed that way, boots squeaking slightly on the wet plywood.

As I walked, my phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out one-handed and saw Simone’s second text.

If they hassle you, tell them to call me.

I smiled despite myself. Simone’s version of romance was “I will verbally eviscerate anyone who makes you carry coffee uphill twice.”

I typed back:

They’re hassling me like it’s a hobby. Also the wind is trying to steal my face.

Her reply came fast.

Steal it back. Receipt. Home.

I tucked my phone away and stepped through the service gate.

Checkpoint Two featured a different guy in a different vest and the same expression: You don’t belong here unless your name is on a spreadsheet I respect.

This one had a badge reader.

It was mounted on a post with a little red light that glowed like an accusation.

He held out his hand. “Badge.”

“I don’t have one,” I admitted. “I have coffee and a desperate need to not spill it.”

He gestured at a clipboard on a folding table. “Sign in. Then you get a temp badge.”

I shuffled over, balancing the thermoses like they were newborns, and scanned the sign-in sheet.

It had columns for Name, Company, Time In, Badge Number, Area Authorized. The “Area Authorized” column was already filled in for most people—little codes like A, B, C, and a few ominous Xs.

I wrote Maren under Name, The Mooring (catering) under Company, and then paused at “Area Authorized.”

“Uh,” I said. “What area am I authorized for.”

Vest Guy looked at me like I’d asked what color the sky was.

“Delivery zone,” he said. “You stay in delivery zone.”

“Delivery zone,” I repeated. “Got it. Like a dog park.”

He ignored me.

He tore off a temp badge from a stack and handed it over with a lanyard that smelled faintly of plastic and someone else’s sweat. The badge was laminated. My name was printed in block letters. Underneath, in smaller text, it read:

TEMP — CATERING — DELIVERY ONLY

The badge reader beeped when he tapped it against the scanner, and the red light turned green.

“Stay with your escort,” Vest Guy said.

“Escort,” I echoed.

He pointed to a teenager in a different vest who looked like he’d rather be anywhere else, including detention.

“Jamie,” Vest Guy said. “Take her.”

Jamie sighed with the weight of a person assigned to babysit someone twice his age. “Sure.”

I followed Jamie down the plywood walkway, thermoses clinking, fog pressing in around the scaffolding. Radios crackled with numbers and names I didn’t recognize.

“Who’s in Zone C?” someone barked.

“Need that lock cut,” another voice said.

“Keys are with Kendra,” came a reply, and my ears snagged on the name like a hook.

Kendra.

The project manager. The killer, author-only. The woman I hadn’t met yet but already knew would have the kind of competence that could cut you.

Jamie led me around a stack of lumber and past a row of temporary lockers. The lockers had padlocks, because apparently Salvage Bay couldn’t renovate a lighthouse without also inventing a prison aesthetic.

The delivery zone turned out to be a small covered area near the base of the lighthouse where someone had set up folding tables and a coffee station. Bags of sugar. Stacks of paper cups. A couple of contractors hovering like caffeine was oxygen.

“Put it there,” Jamie said, pointing.

I set the thermoses down carefully and flexed my fingers. They were numb from cold.

One of the contractors stepped forward, sniffing like a bloodhound. “Is that coffee?”

“Yes,” I said. “It’s coffee. It’s also a peace offering.”

He grunted approval and reached for a cup.

“Receipt,” I said, holding up a clipboard Simone had provided. It had The Mooring’s logo at the top and a simple line: DELIVERY RECEIVED BY: with a space for signature.

The contractor blinked at it like it was a math problem.

“Who signs?” he asked.

“Someone with a pen and authority,” I said. “Preferably both.”

Jamie pointed toward a cluster of people near the scaffolding. “Kendra signs.”

My stomach did a small unhappy flip.

Of course she did. Keys with Kendra. Signature with Kendra. Authority with Kendra.

Kendra was already carrying the whole site like a key ring.

Jamie led me toward the scaffolding cluster, and the closer we got, the louder it became—metal clanking, voices bouncing off the lighthouse’s stone, tools biting into wood.

Kendra Wyle stood in the middle of it like a conductor in a hard hat.

She was in her late thirties, maybe early forties, with dark hair pulled into a low ponytail that looked like it had never frizzed in its life. Her jacket was practical but expensive in that “my company pays for quality” way. A radio clipped to her shoulder crackled, and she spoke into it without hesitation.

Her posture said: I handle problems. I do not become them.

And then I saw the key ring.

It hung from her belt on a carabiner like jewelry. Not a small ring. A heavy, ridiculous collection of keys—brass, steel, tagged with little plastic labels. It clinked softly when she moved, like a warning sound.

Kendra turned her head and her gaze swept over me once, quick and assessing.

“Delivery?” she asked.

“Yes,” I said, lifting the clipboard. “Coffee thermoses. The Mooring.”

Kendra nodded, already moving on mentally. “Leave them in the delivery zone.”

“They’re there,” I said. “I just need a signature so Simone gets paid and doesn’t have to take up a new hobby called ‘burning down bureaucracy.’”

Kendra’s mouth twitched—not a smile, exactly. More like she recognized the truth of it.

She took the clipboard, signed her name in sharp, efficient letters, and handed it back without looking at it again.

“Anything else?” she asked, already turning toward a worker who was waving a clipboard at her like it was on fire.

“No,” I said quickly. “That’s perfect. Thank you.”

Kendra’s radio crackled. “Kendra, we’ve got Owen again—”

Kendra’s jaw tightened. Just a fraction.

“Owen can wait,” she said into the radio. “I’m in the middle of—”

A man stepped into view at the edge of the cluster, and I knew without anyone introducing him that this was Owen Brackett.

He had the look of a professional safety inspector: not flashy, not friendly, but cleanly serious. He wore a hard hat and a vest, but his clothes underneath were more office than site. His eyes moved constantly, scanning, cataloging. The kind of eyes that noticed when a ladder was set at the wrong angle.

He walked toward Kendra with a folder tucked under his arm like a weapon.

“Kendra,” Owen said.

Kendra’s smile—if you could call it that—was tight. “Owen.”

I started to back away because I wasn’t trying to witness a professional argument at eight-thirty in the morning in a place that made my brain buzz. But Owen’s gaze landed on me, and his eyes sharpened in interest.

“You’re not on my crew,” he said.

I smiled politely. “That’s correct. I’m mostly on the ‘trying to keep my coffee from becoming a projectile’ crew.”

Owen didn’t smile. But his eyes held mine like he was still cataloging.

“You work locally,” he said. Not a question.

“Tidemark Boatworks,” I said automatically, because if you say it fast enough it feels like a badge.

Owen nodded once. “Boat repair. Restoration.”

“Yes,” I said. “Wood, metal, things that don’t appreciate being lied to.”

Kendra’s eyes flicked to me, quick. Like she didn’t love the direction of my mouth.

Owen’s gaze stayed on mine. “Then you understand logs.”

My stomach tightened. “Depends on the log.”

Owen’s voice lowered slightly, so Kendra wouldn’t hear every word—except Kendra probably heard anyway, because Kendra seemed like the type who could hear a whisper through concrete.

“We’ve got access discrepancies,” Owen said.

The phrase landed in my chest like a cold coin.

“Access discrepancies,” I repeated, because sometimes my brain needs to say a thing out loud to decide if it’s real.

Owen nodded once. “Badge logs don’t match shift coverage. Key checkouts don’t match reported entries.”

Kendra’s posture went tighter, and she stepped slightly closer to Owen in that subtle way people do when they’re trying to control the temperature of a conversation.

“Owen,” she said, voice cool, “we’re in kickoff week. There are contractors. Vendors. Deliveries. Of course the logs are messy.”

Owen didn’t look at her. His gaze stayed on me, and that was... interesting.

“And,” Owen added, “someone’s been here when the paperwork says they weren’t.”

I felt my skin prickle.

Not because the sentence was spooky. Because it was familiar.

Paperwork not matching reality. People treating logs like suggestions. “Helpfulness” being used to erase.

Salvage Bay had patterns. I hated that I recognized them.

Owen’s eyes narrowed slightly as if he was reading my reaction.

“Have you ever seen old shift cards?” he asked me.

I blinked. “Shift cards.”

“Laminated,” Owen said. “The kind that list coverage windows. Initials. Duties.”

I stared at him, my brain trying to catch up. “For... the lighthouse?”

Owen’s gaze held mine. “For whoever was here when the paperwork says they weren’t.”

My throat tightened.

Kendra’s voice cut in, sharper now. “Owen, we’re not discussing internal documentation with vendors.”

Owen finally looked at Kendra. “She’s local,” he said flatly. “She understands what it means when a log is wrong.”

Kendra’s eyes flashed. “She’s catering.”

“I’m boatyard,” I corrected, and immediately regretted it because I didn’t want to be part of this. But I also didn’t love being reduced to “coffee lady” by someone whose keys jingled like power.

Kendra’s gaze snapped to me, cool and assessing. “You delivered coffee,” she said. “That’s what you’re doing here.”

The way she said it wasn’t cruel. It was control.

My anxiety hummed louder.

Owen’s mouth tightened. “Kendra, the grant agency will freeze funding if access logs aren’t reconciled. I’m not being dramatic.”

Kendra’s smile returned—thin. “No. You’re being disruptive.”

Owen opened his folder, pulled out a form, and held it like a threat. “I’m being compliant.”

The air between them sparked.

I shifted my weight, gripping Simone’s clipboard a little tighter, wishing I could vanish into fog.

Jamie—the teen escort—looked like he wanted to do the same.

Owen glanced back at me one last time, and his voice dropped again.

“If you’ve ever seen those cards,” he said quietly, “or heard anyone talk about shift coverage here... tell Detective Pike. Not me.”

My stomach dropped.

Jonah.

Owen was thinking like someone who already believed this could become criminal.

Kendra’s eyes narrowed. “That’s enough,” she said sharply. “Back to schedule.”

Owen’s expression hardened. He turned away, shoulders tight, walking toward the scaffold base with the clipped stride of a man counting violations in his head.

Kendra watched him go, jaw set. Then she turned to me as if flipping a switch.

“Receipt signed?” she asked.

I held up the clipboard like proof I could leave. “Signed.”

“Good,” Kendra said. “Then you should go.”

I nodded quickly, relief surging.

Jamie led me back toward the delivery zone, and the fog seemed thicker now, pressing in around the scaffolding like it wanted to listen.

As we passed the badge checkpoint again, my temp badge swung against my jacket, tapping my chest in a steady little rhythm.

TEMP — CATERING — DELIVERY ONLY.

Like a warning. Like a boundary.

I reached my car and sat in the driver’s seat for a second without starting it, hands on the steering wheel, breathing.

My phone buzzed.

Simone.

Receipt?

I typed back with numb fingers.

Signed. Also I got audited by a safety guy named Owen and I would like a nap.

Simone’s reply came fast.

Come home. Eat. No adopting lighthouses.

I snorted softly, because Simone knew exactly what Lighthouse Point did to me.

I started the car, turned it around, and drove down the road with fog trailing after me like a nosy neighbor.

In my rearview mirror, the lighthouse rose out of the gray, scaffolding clinging to it, workers swarming at its base.

It blinked once—steady, indifferent.

And I couldn’t stop hearing Owen’s voice, calm and certain in a way that made my stomach turn:

“Someone’s been here when the paperwork says they weren’t.”
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Diesel Morning
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I found out two things on my second trip to Lighthouse Point.

One: the fog didn’t care that I’d already been here once today. It still slapped cold dampness into my hair and made my eyelashes feel like they were wearing tiny sweaters.

Two: “simple paperwork” was a myth invented by people who had never tried to get paid by a committee.

Simone had texted me exactly three minutes after I’d pulled back into the boatyard lot, as if she had a radar that detected my peace and immediately corrected it.

Receipt needs job code. Kendra only. Go back. I’m sorry.

Then, a second message, because Simone was nothing if not a full-service emotional provider:

I will make you soup.

Soup was the currency of my family. In my family, when things went wrong, we did not say “I’m sorry.” We said, “Eat this.” Simone had picked up that language without even trying. It made me love her in a way that felt unfairly lucky.

I stared at the text, then at my steering wheel, then at the lighthouse in the distance like it was the source of all evil in the universe.

“I’m just a coffee delivery person,” I told myself aloud. “I’m not a lighthouse person. I’m not a badge person. I’m a boat person.”

My boat person brain replied: Cool. Go do the thing so Simone gets paid and you can stop thinking about key rings.

So I turned the truck around.

The drive back up the road took five minutes and somehow aged me three years. By the time I reached the lot again, the wind had upgraded from “annoying” to “personally offended,” and the fog had thickened into something that made the scaffolding look like a skeleton.

I grabbed the corrected invoice from the passenger seat—Simone’s neat handwriting on the top, one line highlighted: JOB CODE REQUIRED. SITE MANAGER SIGNATURE.

And I marched back toward the checkpoint with the determination of a woman who had promised herself soup.

The first Yellow Vest Guy saw me and frowned like I’d returned a library book with coffee stains on it.

“Badge?” he asked.

I held up my temp badge, the lanyard still scratching my neck like it wanted to teach me humility.

He scanned it with his tablet. The red light turned green.

The badge reader beeped like it was keeping score.

“Back again,” he said, not quite a question.

“Apparently I’m joining the renovation team,” I said. “Do I get a hard hat and unresolved emotional baggage, or is that included automatically?”

He didn’t smile. But his gaze flicked briefly to the invoice in my hand, and something like pity crossed his face.

“Service gate,” he said, pointing.

I headed to the service gate again, past the same stretch of fencing, the same snapping caution tape, the same plywood walkway that flexed under my boots like it was sighing.

Checkpoint Two Guy—Badge Reader Guy—looked even more tired than earlier. He scanned my badge, handed it back, and said, “Escort.”

“Jamie?” I guessed.

He pointed.

Jamie the Teen Escort appeared from behind a stack of lumber with the resigned expression of someone who’d been assigned me as his personal punishment.

“Again?” he asked.

“Again,” I said, holding up the invoice. “This time it’s not coffee. It’s bureaucracy.”

Jamie sighed. “Follow me.”

We threaded through the site, and now that my brain had seen the layout once, it started noticing what had changed.

A new lock on a temporary gate. A different sign on a door. A crew moved from one zone to another, but the badge list posted on the trailer wall still showed the old assignments.

Little shifts.

Little edits.

Little ways a person could be somewhere they weren’t supposed to be if the paper was just slightly behind the reality.

Owen’s words from earlier floated up in my head like a cold bubble.

Access discrepancies.

I hated that my brain had started collecting those phrases like seashells. I didn’t want a collection. I wanted soup.

Jamie led me toward the site trailer—a long, beige box that looked like it had been dragged here by a bored giant. A heater vented lukewarm air at the door, carrying the smell of stale coffee and damp coats.

Inside, the trailer was all clipboards and folding chairs and a printer that hummed like it had seen too much. A whiteboard listed the day’s schedule in block letters: SAFETY BRIEFING 9:00 / SCAFFOLD CHECK 9:30 / PANEL WORK 10:15.

Underneath, someone had written in smaller, angry handwriting: NO EXCEPTIONS.

Kendra’s handwriting, I guessed.

Kendra Wyle stood at the far end of the trailer with her back to me, talking into her radio. Even from behind, she radiated controlled competence. Her ponytail didn’t move. Her shoulders were squared. Her voice was low and sharp enough to cut through chatter.

“—no, you don’t swap zones without logging it,” she said. “I don’t care if you’re ‘just grabbing a wrench.’ You log it. That’s the point.”

She ended the radio call and turned.

Her gaze swept over me. I was immediately categorized: vendor. nuisance. second trip.

“You again,” she said.

“Yes,” I said brightly, because I was physically incapable of not trying humor first. “It turns out the invoice needs a job code and a signature, and I would very much like Simone to get paid so she doesn’t have to start billing you in soup.”

Kendra’s mouth twitched—not amused, exactly. More like she recognized I was trying and didn’t have time to punish me for it.

“Put it there,” she said, nodding toward a desk.

I stepped forward, set the invoice down, and tried not to look like I was begging. Begging wasn’t a good look on anyone, but especially not on someone who had once yelled at a boat cradle pin
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