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Chapter 1: The Morning Crossing
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The engine room of The Meridian was a cathedral of iron, a place of rhythmic groans and the heavy scent of scorched oil. For Bastien Warren, it was the only sanctuary where the air didn’t taste of the careful, professional lies he told the world. He adjusted a pressure valve, his movements a symphony of practiced precision, until the heavy steel door creaked, admitting a draft of the cold Atlantic.

Caspian stepped into the dim, golden glow of the work lamps, bringing with him the scent of the outside world—damp earth, crushed lavender, and the sharp, clean promise of a morning he didn’t want to face alone. He didn't speak; he never did first. The way he lingered in the vibrating shadows of the cooling fans was a confession more potent than words.

Bastien braced himself against a bulkhead, his hands—stained with the dark, stubborn ink of grease—hovering just inches from Caspian’s waist. Above them, the ferry was only beginning its shuffle of morning commuters, but down here, in the dim, golden glow of the work lamps, the rest of the island didn’t exist.

Caspian leaned into him, his apron smelling faintly of damp earth and late-harvest herbs, a stark, grounding contrast to the industrial cold of the engine room. He looked frayed, the dark circles under his eyes hinting at a night spent tossing in the quiet anxiety of his farm.

"The ferry’s late pulling away from the dock," Caspian whispered, his voice catching on the vibration of the pistons. "I shouldn't even be down here, Bastien. If the purser does a rounds check..."

"The purser is nursing a hangover in the mess," Bastien replied, his voice a low, steady rumble. He finally closed the gap, his thumbs brushing the soft fabric of Caspian’s shirt. "We have six minutes until the mid-channel throttle adjustment. That’s an eternity."

Caspian exhaled, a jagged sound that collapsed into Bastien’s shoulder. He gripped the lapels of Bastien’s grease-stained coveralls as if they were a lifeline. "People were watching at the terminal. I swear, the shopkeeper, Mrs. Gable... she looked at me like she could read the grease on my collar. Like she knew where I’d been last night.

Bastien shifted, his pragmatic facade cracking just enough to reveal the raw, protective fire beneath. He pressed a kiss to the hollow of Caspian’s throat, feeling the rapid, frantic pulse of a man terrified of losing his world. "Let them look. Let them wonder. They don’t know a damn thing about what keeps this boat moving, and they don’t know a damn thing about us."

"They’ll ruin us," Caspian insisted, though his body betrayed him, melting into the solid, unyielding heat of Bastien’s frame. "They’re talking about the new safety audits. They’re looking for any excuse to tighten the leash on everything—the ferry, the farms, the people who don’t fit the mold. If they find out, they’ll use it as a wedge. They’ll say you’re distracted, that you’re a liability..."

Bastien pulled back just enough to look Caspian in the eyes. His own face, usually a mask of calm efficiency, was etched with a quiet, stubborn defiance. He took Caspian’s chin in his calloused hand, tilting his head up.

"I have spent my life making sure this vessel stays on course," Bastien said, his tone dropping to a whisper that cut through the mechanical roar. "I know how to weather a storm, Caspian." And I know how to keep a secret. But I’m not hiding you like you’re something shameful. You’re the only thing that makes this crossing feel like a journey home."

Caspian looked at him, his idealism warring with the suffocating weight of their reality. "I just want to be able to walk onto this deck with you." I want to buy a ticket, stand next to you, and not have to calculate the distance between us like it’s a math problem.

"We will," Bastien promised, a flicker of something fierce and unguarded in his eyes. "But for now, the engine needs me. And you need to be in the passenger hold before the deckhand makes her rounds."

The vibration in the deck plates deepened—the signal that the ferry was cutting through the wake of a distant tanker. The surge of power made the entire ship groan, a familiar, metallic shriek that echoed off the copper pipes.

Caspian pressed one last, lingering kiss to Bastien’s jaw, his hands trembling as he smoothed his hair back. He looked suddenly small against the towering, dark machinery, a fragile seedling in a world of iron.

"Go," Bastien urged, his voice softening, though he didn't pull away until the last possible second.

Caspian nodded, swallowed hard, and turned toward the narrow ladder that led to the upper decks. He climbed with a hurried, clumsy grace, disappearing into the shadows of the ventilation shaft.

Bastien stood alone in the center of the engine room. The heat began to press in on him, heavy and oppressive. He looked at his hands—black with oil, shaking slightly. He gripped a wrench, the cold steel biting into his palm. The anonymity of the engine room had always been his comfort, a place where he was master of his own domain. Now, it felt like a cage.

He looked toward the pressure gauges, the needles flickering in the dim light. He had a duty to The Meridian, to the people relying on this crossing to get to their jobs, their lives, their families. But as the engines roared, pushing them further from the safety of the dock, he realized the stakes had shifted. It wasn't just about the ferry anymore. It was about the life he was building in the dark, and the hell he was prepared to raise if anyone dared to touch it.

He wiped his hands on a rag, his face settling back into a hard, professional line. He would keep the ship moving. He would keep his secrets. But the rhythm of the tides was changing, and for the first time in his life, Bastien Warren was no longer content to simply drift. He was ready to steer.

The air on the main deck of The Meridian was sharp, tasting of salt spray and the oily, charcoal-heavy exhaust of the morning crossing. Saskia Lindqvist moved with the practiced, heavy-footed grace of someone who had spent more of her life on moving steel than on solid earth. She cinched her utility belt, her eyes scanning the railing with the clinical detachment of a hawk, until they snagged on a figure standing too close to the restricted boarding ramp.

Magistrate Ginevra Kingscote stood in the gusting wind, her wool overcoat buttoned to her chin, her posture rigid enough to snap. She was staring out at the approaching mainland skyline, her gloved hands gripping a leather briefcase as if it were a shield.

Saskia didn’t break stride. She closed the distance, her boots thudding against the metal grating.

"Magistrate," Saskia said, her voice gravelly, barely rising above the churning roar of the ferry's wake. "You’re in a restricted zone. The safety protocol is clear. Passengers stay behind the yellow-painted bulkhead until the vessel is docked and secured."

Ginevra turned slowly. Her expression was a masterclass in controlled indifference, but the wind had whipped a stray lock of dark hair across her cheek, softening the sharp, judicial edge of her face. "I am perfectly aware of the protocol, Ms. Lindqvist. I am also aware that the manifest schedule is lagging by four minutes. My presence here is merely an observation of your team’s efficiency."

"My team is doing just fine," Saskia countered, stepping into Ginevra’s personal space. She was taller, broader, and smelled faintly of diesel and brine. She gestured sharply toward the yellow line. "Back behind it. Now."

Ginevra didn’t flinch, though a flash of something—annoyance, or perhaps a flicker of genuine shock at the lack of deference—crossed her eyes. "Are you attempting to command a Magistrate, or are you simply enjoying the sound of your own voice?"

"I’m enjoying the sound of the law, Magistrate," Saskia said, her jaw tight. "The maritime code isn't a suggestion. It applies to everyone, regardless of who signs your paycheck or how much you look down your nose at the working class."

Ginevra took a singular, defiant step closer. The proximity was sudden, electric. Up close, Saskia could see the fine lines around the Magistrate’s eyes, the fatigue etched into the set of her mouth—a woman trapped in a cage of her own making, holding a gavel as a defense mechanism.

"You harbor a great deal of resentment for someone who claims to value order," Ginevra murmured, her voice dropping to a low, intimate register that caught Saskia off guard. "Is it the rules you love, Ms. Lindqvist, or the power to enforce them on those you deem beneath you?"

Saskia felt a heat flare in her chest that had nothing to do with the engine room’s ambient temperature. "I don’t look down on anyone. I just make sure this boat stays afloat so people like you can get to your meetings on time."

"And if I told you I wasn't in any rush to reach the mainland?" Ginevra asked. Her gaze dipped, lingering for a fraction of a second on the frayed collar of Saskia’s uniform before returning to her eyes. The challenge was gone, replaced by a raw, searching intensity. "If I told you that this crossing is the only hour of my day where I don't feel the weight of the courtroom pressing against my lungs?"

Saskia’s hand hovered near her hip, then dropped. The defensive wall she usually erected like a bulkhead was swaying under the weight of the look in Ginevra’s eyes. It was a terrifying, unauthorized vulnerability. She shifted her weight, the steel deck vibrating beneath them, a constant, low-frequency pulse that seemed to echo the erratic rhythm of her own heart.

"Then you’re on the wrong boat," Saskia said, though the bite had vanished from her tone. "We’re a working vessel, Ginevra. Not a sanctuary for the disillusioned."

"Is that what you call yourself?" Ginevra stepped even closer, until the scent of expensive perfume warred with the salt air. "Disillusioned?"

Saskia swallowed hard. The wind howled through the rigging, masking their conversation from the few commuters huddled near the cabin entrance. She could see the pulse jumping in the hollow of Ginevra’s throat. It was a dangerous game, a violation of every boundary they had both spent years constructing.

"I call myself someone who has a job to do," Saskia replied, her voice rough, lacking its usual certainty. "And you have a reputation to protect. Standing this close to a deckhand—it’s not exactly going to play well in the newspapers when the gossip mill starts churning."

Ginevra’s lips twitched, a shadow of a smile that didn't reach her eyes, but softened the entire atmosphere between them. "Perhaps I’m tired of the papers." Perhaps I’m tired of playing the part of the untouchable pillar of society."

"Ginevra—"

"Don't," Ginevra interrupted, the command soft, pleading. She looked toward the mainland, where the docks of the island ferry terminal were finally coming into focus, the massive yellow bumpers ready to receive the ship. The moment of suspension was ending. "Just... move the gate, Saskia. Let me stay here until we touch land. It’s the only place I feel like I can breathe."

Saskia held her ground for another heartbeat; the conflict in her chest warring between the professional protocol she lived by and the sudden, irrational urge to protect this woman—not from the rules, but from the crushing weight of her own life.

"Fine," Saskia muttered, stepping back, though she didn't walk away. She remained a sentinel, a shadow at the Magistrate’s side. "But if the captain sees you, I’m putting it in the log that you were obstructing operations."

"Write whatever you wish," Ginevra said, turning her back to the railing and watching Saskia instead of the approaching dock. "I suspect you’ve already written a much more complicated story about me in that head of yours, haven't you?"

Saskia didn't answer. She couldn't. Instead, she turned her eyes toward the bow, watching the water churn and foam, trying to ignore the way the air seemed to hum with the electricity of two lives, long divided, now dangerously aligned. She didn't look at the Magistrate again, but she didn't move away, either. She stayed, anchored to the spot, feeling the ship slow as the massive engines throttled down, the ferry's momentum fading into the stillness of the arrival.

The silence between them wasn't empty anymore; it was heavy, expectant, and for the first time in years, Saskia Lindqvist felt entirely, hopelessly off-course.

The engine room of The Meridian was a cathedral of iron and salt, but for Bastien, it was the only place where the air didn’t feel like a lie. He adjusted a pressure valve, his hands slick with grease, when the heavy steel door groaned.

Caspian stepped in, the scent of damp earth and lavender from his farm clashing with the sharp tang of ozone. He didn't speak—he never did first—but the way he lingered in the shadow of the cooling fans spoke for him.

Bastien wiped his hands on a rag and stepped into Caspian’s space, the heat from the boilers radiating between them. He reached out, his thumb tracing the anxious line of Caspian’s jaw, leaving a faint smudge of oil that looked like a thumbprint of shadow.

"You're late," Bastien murmured, his voice barely audible over the rhythmic thrum of the pistons.

"The fog was heavy on the north road," Caspian whispered, leaning into the touch despite the risk. "I thought... I thought maybe I shouldn't come today."

Bastien pulled him closer, his hand sliding to the back of Caspian's neck, grounding him. "The ship doesn't move without you, Caspian." Neither do I. "

For a moment, the corporate rot and the failing hull didn't matter. There was only the heat of the engines and the desperate, quiet rhythm of two hearts beating in the dark.
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Chapter 2: The Emergency Drill
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The alarm klaxon was a physical blow, a jagged shriek that tore through the morning xxxand sent a shiver through the steel deck of The Meridian. Saskia Lindqvist didn’t flinch; she was the axis upon which the ship’s discipline turned, her boots planted firmly against the vibrating metal. But as the passengers scrambled in a simulated panic, her professional focus fractured.

Magistrate Ginevra Kingscote stumbled, her heel catching on a rusted deck plate as the crowd surged. Saskia was there before the thought could even form, her hand catching Ginevra’s elbow with a strength that was as sudden as it was grounding. Her grip was firm, sure, and lingered for a heartbeat longer than the drill—or propriety—required.

Ginevra looked up, her usual icy composure—the carefully curated mask of the judiciary—shattered by the manufactured chaos. In the raw, flickering light of the emergency flares, her eyes were wide and searching, finding in Saskia a stability she clearly lacked in the gilded cage of her own life. For a moment, her silk-gloved hand rested on Saskia’s rough wool sleeve, a collision of two worlds that the island's social strata usually kept strictly apart.

"Stay close to the rail," Saskia said, her voice dropping to a low, protective frequency that hummed beneath the roar of the siren. "The crowd is panicked, but I have you." I won’t let them push you."

Ginevra didn't pull away. The distance between them had vanished, replaced by a tension that felt more dangerous and more vital than any emergency fire drill. "I suspect, Deckhand Lindqvist," she whispered, her breath a warm ghost against the cold, salt-laden air, "that you are the only stable thing left on this entire ship."

The drill ended, the silence that followed ringing in their ears like a secret, but the cord between them remained taut—a silent, defiant connection forged in the heart of a storm they were only beginning to understand.

Saskia didn't wait for the gangway to hit the concrete before she was moving. She wore her safety vest like armor, the reflective stripes harsh under the mid-morning sun. She snatched a clipboard from the wall—the familiar, rhythmic clack-clack of her boots echoing against the steel grating of the main deck.

"All non-essential personnel, clear the aft deck," Saskia barked, her voice cutting through the damp sea air. She didn't look at Ginevra, though she knew the Magistrate was still lingering near the perimeter, watching with that unsettling, analytical gaze. "We’re running the emergency fire suppression and man-overboard drill. Right now."

Ginevra adjusted her silk scarf, the fabric starkly out of place against the weathered industrial environment. She didn't move toward the exit. Instead, she took a half-step back, folding her arms. "The port authority hasn't filed for a drill today, Lieutenant." We’re on a tight schedule for the morning commuters."

Saskia stopped. She turned slowly, her jaw set in a line of hard, unyielding muscle. "The Meridian doesn't run on the port authority’s schedule, Magistrate. She runs on mine. And she runs on whether or not the suppression systems are holding pressure. If I don't test them, we’re a floating coffin. You want to tell the islanders why they’re swimming today, or should I?"

Ginevra’s lips thinned. It was the classic clash: the letter of the law versus the reality of the salt. "I am responsible for the safety protocols of this municipality, Saskia. I don't appreciate being blindsided by—"

"You’re not being blindsided," Saskia interrupted, stepping into Ginevra’s personal space. The scent of ozone and diesel oil wafted off her clothes, a sharp contrast to the faint floral perfume Ginevra carried. "You’re being shown the cracks in the foundation. Now, either step back behind the yellow line or grab a fire hose. You wanted to see how the island’s 'lifeline' actually works? Here it is."

Saskia signaled to the crew. The siren wailed—a low, mournful blast that rattled the windows of the wheelhouse.

Ginevra didn't flinch, though a flicker of genuine alarm crossed her face before she locked it behind a mask of cold composure. She watched, motionless, as Saskia orchestrated the chaos. It was a brutal ballet of shouting, heaving, and frantic movement. Saskia was everywhere—correcting a rookie’s grip on a hose, checking the latch on the life-ring housing, snarling orders that bypassed the usual bureaucratic politeness.

It was ugly, sweaty work. And yet, when a younger deckhand tripped over a coil of line, Saskia caught him by the back of his vest before he could go overboard, hauling him back with a terrifying, effortless strength. Her eyes, usually so guarded and cold, flashed with an intense, raw protective fire. She didn't berate the boy; she simply shoved a coil into his hands and pointed to the stern.

Ginevra felt a strange, tightening sensation in her chest. She had spent years writing laws about public safety, signing documents that mandated these very procedures, but she had never seen the human cost of the maintenance. She saw the grime under Saskia’s fingernails, the way her shoulders moved with the rolling deck, the absolute, singular focus on preserving the lives of people she likely didn't even like.

When the drill concluded, the silence that followed was heavy. The crew wiped sweat from their brows, breathing hard. Saskia stayed at the railing for a moment, her hands gripped so tightly on the metal that her knuckles were white. She looked out at the water, her posture finally sagging, the rigid armor of her profession momentarily failing.

Ginevra walked toward her. Her own steps felt heavy, burdened by the realization of her own ignorance.

"The life-ring latch," Ginevra said, her voice softer than it had been all morning. "It was rusted. I saw you check it."

Saskia turned, her face a mask of exhaustion. She didn't reach for her clipboard. She looked at Ginevra, really looked at her, and for a fleeting second, the wall between them didn't just crack—it crumbled. There was a vulnerability in the way Saskia’s gaze dropped to Ginevra’s, a look that whispered you have no idea what it takes to keep this afloat.

"It’s not just the latch," Saskia said, her voice rasping. "It’s everything. The rust is eating us alive, Magistrate. And nobody cares as long as the ferry arrives on time."

She leaned in, her voice dropping to a low, intimate register that made the air between them feel charged and thin. "Is that what you wanted to see? The reality of the lifeline? It’s not elegant. It’s just holding on."

Ginevra reached out, her gloved fingers hovering an inch from Saskia’s sleeve before she pulled back, catching herself. The professional barrier was still there, a thin sheet of glass, but they were both standing on the same side of it now.

"I see it," Ginevra breathed. "I see it very clearly."

Before Saskia could respond, a violent thrum echoed up from the belly of the ship—a deep, metallic shudder that vibrated through the steel deck plating, throwing both women off balance. The deck beneath them groaned, a sound of shearing metal and failing gears that silenced the entire deck.

Saskia’s head snapped toward the engine room hatch. "That’s not the suppression system."

"What was that?" Ginevra asked, grabbing the railing to steady herself.

"That," Saskia muttered, already sprinting toward the hatch, "was something failing that shouldn't be."

The deck groaned, a low, tectonic protest of stressed iron that vibrated through the soles of Ginevra’s sensible pumps. Beside her, Saskia didn’t hesitate. She grabbed the edge of a cargo railing, her knuckles turning bone-white, and swung herself toward the hatch leading to the guts of the ship.

"Stay back, Magistrate," Saskia barked, the order stripped of its usual professional sheen by the sharp edge of genuine alarm. "The venting pressure is unstable." If a line burst, the steam alone could peel the skin off your bones. "

Ginevra didn't retreat. The scent of ozone and scorching hydraulic fluid flooded the deck—a scent that smelled, to her, entirely like the ruin of her carefully curated life. "I am responsible for the safety of this vessel's passengers, Saskia. If this is a structural failure, I need to see it."

"You need to see your car off this boat and onto the pier," Saskia retorted, disappearing halfway down the ladder before pausing to glare back up. Her dark hair was plastered to her forehead with sweat, and for a fleeting, terrifying second, the hostility between them evaporated, replaced by a raw, mutual acknowledgement of danger. "Go. If the hydraulic lock fails, you'll be stranded in the middle of the channel.

Ginevra looked at the gaping black maw of the engine room hatch, then at the horizon, where the mainland remained stubbornly out of reach. She grabbed the ladder. "I’m coming down."

"Stubborn to a fault," Saskia muttered, but she moved aside to give Ginevra room, her hand hovering instinctively near the small of Ginevra’s back—not to push, but to steady.

They descended into the roar. The engine room of The Meridian was a cathedral of heat and vibration. Bastien Warren was already there, illuminated by the harsh, flickering glare of a portable work lamp. He was buried waist-deep behind the auxiliary gear housing, his wrench hooked around a valve that was hissing a rhythmic, frantic warning.

"Bastien!" Saskia shouted over the cacophony. "Status?"

Bastien didn't look up. His movements were fluid, devoid of panic but heavy with a terrible, calculated focus. "The main line’s compromised." The apprentice must have over-torqued the coupling during the morning maintenance. If I hadn't bled the pressure, the whole housing was going to shatter."

"Can you hold it?"

"I can't hold it and turn the valve simultaneously," Bastien grunted, his arms corded with muscle as he strained against the metal. "I need someone to stabilize the pressure gauge. If the needle hits the red, we lose the drive shaft."

Ginevra stepped into the light, ignoring the grease that instantly smeared her silk blazer. She looked at the gauge—a trembling needle hovering inches from a crimson zone labeled CATASTROPHIC FAILURE.

"Tell me what to do," she commanded, her voice cutting through the mechanical din with the same authority she usually reserved for the courtroom.

Bastien finally glanced up. His eyes were wide, shadowed by exhaustion, and for a moment, he seemed to look through her, seeing only the absurdity of a magistrate in the belly of a dying ship. "The wheel, Ginevra. Turn it left. Slow. If you go too fast, you vent the entire system into the bilge."

She didn't hesitate. She stepped onto the metal grating, her fingers closing around the cold, slick iron of the valve wheel. It was stubborn, rusted by the salt air, but she leaned into it with her entire weight.

"Steady," Saskia warned, moving to Bastien’s side, her body shielding the engineer from the potential spray of pressurized fluid. "Don't let it slip."

The heat in the room was suffocating. Ginevra felt the pulse of the ship in her own hands, a violent, uneven heartbeat. She looked at Saskia—really looked at her—and saw the woman beneath the uniform. She saw the fear Saskia held for the crew, for Bastien, and perhaps, buried deep, a flicker of concern for the woman now covered in oil beside her.

"I have it," Ginevra breathed. She twisted the wheel. The screech of metal on metal was deafening, but the needle began to retreat.

For several agonizing minutes, the only sound was the heavy breathing of the three of them. The tension was no longer about rules or social strata; it was about gravity, friction, and the fragile, thinning line between a commute and a disaster.

Bastien finally exhaled, a long, shaky sound. "Easy. That’s it. Hold it there."

He maneuvered his wrench, locking the coupling into place. With a final, violent hiss, the steam died down. The roar of the engine smoothed out into a steady, rhythmic thrum. Silence—or the relative quiet of the engine room—rushed back in.

Bastien slumped against the bulkhead, his face glistening with grime and perspiration. He looked at Ginevra, his guarded expression momentarily stripped away. "You shouldn't have been down here, Magistrate. If that housing had cracked..."

"If it had cracked," Ginevra said, stepping back from the valve, her hands trembling violently now that the adrenaline was beginning to ebb, "the Meridian would have been dead in the water, and we would all have been accountable to the commission. I prefer to know exactly what I am signing off on.

Saskia stepped toward her, reaching out as if to brush a smudge of oil from Ginevra’s cheek, but she stopped herself, curling her hand into a fist at her side. "You're a long way from the magistrate’s bench, Ginevra."

"I am where I need to be," Ginevra replied, her voice low. She looked at the cramped, dark space, then at the two crew members who worked this shift without applause, without recognition, and for a pittance that barely kept them housed. "I’ve spent years drafting regulations for a world I thought I understood. I sat in my office and drew lines on a map, deciding how this island should function."

She looked up at the ceiling, where the heavy vibration of the floorboards above signaled the continued existence of the ferry, the lifeblood of the island.

"I see the state of this equipment," she continued, her gaze shifting to Bastien. "I see the neglect. You’ve been keeping this vessel running on hope and duct tape while the board continues to withhold maintenance funds. "

Bastien wiped his hands on a rag, his eyes narrowing. "That’s a dangerous observation to make, especially given who your husband entertains on the weekends."

"My husband," Ginevra said, the word tasting like ash, "is a man who views this island as a ledger of assets to be liquidated. I am beginning to realize that the 'order' I’ve been maintaining is nothing more than a shroud for a funeral."

Saskia moved closer, closing the distance between them until Ginevra could feel the warmth radiating from her body. "If you’re realizing that now, it’s about six months too late." We're already being audited for failure. We’re being set up, Ginevra. This 'mechanical hiccup' today? This wasn't wear and tear. This was sabotage."

Ginevra felt a chill that had nothing to do with the dampness of the bilge. "Sabotage? By whom?"

"The same people who signed your marriage certificate," Saskia said, her voice dropping to a harsh whisper. "They want the Meridian condemned." They want the route privatized, the unions broken, and the land values on the north shore to skyrocket once the ferry is out of commission.

Bastien stood up, his pragmatic mask sliding back into place, though the tension in his jaw remained. "We’re out of time, Ginevra. You saw the logs. You know the history." If you stay on the side of the people who paid for that 'accident' upstairs, you’re just a witness to the sinking. "

Ginevra looked at the two of them. In the dim, flickering light of the engine room, they didn't look like subordinates. They looked like the only honest people left on the island. She thought of her home—the cold, silent halls of her estate, the hollow conversations, the way her husband looked at her as if she were a piece of furniture he had inherited but couldn't quite decide whether to discard.

Then she looked at her hands. They were black with grease. She had saved the ship, and in doing so, she felt like she had finally done something that belonged to her, and her alone.

"I am not," Ginevra said, her voice firm, "going to be a witness to anything else."

She reached out, ignoring the mess, and touched Saskia’s arm. The deckhand stiffened, then let out a breath she seemed to have been holding since the drill began.

"I have access to the audit files," Ginevra said, her eyes locked on Saskia’s. "I have the records of the funding requests that were denied. If you can provide me with the maintenance logs—the ones that prove this 'hiccup' was a deliberate act of tampering—I can build a case that will keep this ship running. It will tear their corporate structure apart."

Bastien shared a long, silent look with Saskia. It was a language of nods and subtle shifts in posture, a communication built on years of shared survival.

"You’re putting a target on your own back," Bastien said quietly.

"I’ve been wearing a target since the day I married into that family," Ginevra countered. "I would simply prefer to choose which side of the war I am fighting on."

A sudden, sharp whistle blew from the deck above—the signal for the drill's end. The sound echoed through the engine room, jarring them back to the reality of the ferry's daily operation.

Saskia pulled away, her movements once again efficient and guarded. "We have to go. If we’re seen down here together for too long, the rumors will do as much damage as the sabotage."

She gestured toward the ladder, but before Ginevra could turn, Saskia leaned in, her voice barely audible over the hum of the turbines. "Be careful, Magistrate. The water is deeper than it looks."

Ginevra climbed the ladder, emerging onto the main deck into the blinding, indifferent light of the afternoon. The passengers were milling about, oblivious to how close they had come to drifting in the dark, cold channel. She walked toward her car, her stride steady, the grease on her hands a permanent mark, a secret pact, a turning tide.
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