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Channel 16, Broken Format
03:41 local and the radio room felt like the

inside of a wash machine. Lights in the
corridor buzzed through the frosted glass. The

VHF speaker gave me a steady squelch. I did
the checks including the ones nobody signs
for. Channel 16 on the primary. Volume to a
hair under feedback. Recorder armed. DSC
watch icon lit green, though the backlight
stuttered when the heater kicked on. I tapped
the logbook with a pen that didn’t click right
anymore and wrote the date, then time, then
“Routine watch, no traffic.”

Outside the window, the working harbor
was a smear of wet pilings and forklift beeps.
The tide was still running out. Ebb meant mud

showing at the edges and a thin diesel sheen
trapped against the dock ladders. Next
workable water 05:12, give or take a lazy
barometer.

At 03:41:27 the room jumped.

A carrier punched in hard, too hard, like
someone sat on the PTT. Not a clean MAYDAY
cadence. No three beats. Just air shoved
aside, then broken words.

“...may—" Static. A breath too close to the
mic. “—day—"
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I counted in my head because panic doesn’t
like numbers and I do. One Mississippi, two.
At seven seconds the carrier dropped.
Nothing filled the space. The squelch opened
and closed like a throat clearing.

I keyed again, slower.

“Calling station, Harbor Radio. If you can
hear me, transmit your position in degrees
and minutes, or relative to a known aid. If
unable, key your microphone for ten seconds.
Over.”

No answer.

I pushed my chair back. The metal legs
scraped. I leaned into the console and hit
DSC.

The button was worn smooth. I felt the
ridge of the plastic where thousands of
thumbs had worried it. The screen flickered
as I selected distress follow-up. I typed the
format quickly, fingers deliberate: all stations
inquiry, but I couldn’t send a distress. Not
without an MMSI or position. Not without
something I could justify.

I tried anyway, hunting for an incoming
alert log. Nothing. No MMSI burst. No GPS
position packet. The absence hit like a punch
because it meant three things and all were
bad: the handheld’s DSC function was off, the
GPS wasn't feeding it, or somebody was
sitting on the signal with a jammer or the
antenna is busted. You couldn’t jam a voice
call cleanly without making a mess, but you
could choke a cheap unit and make it look like
panic.

I toggled to the antenna bearing page. The
harbor array was old, a patched-together
direction finder bolted above the roofline,
corroded to the screws. Half the time it lied
by ten degrees when the wind pushed the
coax. Tonight it spun up with a reluctant
whine.

A line crawled across the display. 112
degrees relative, give or take. Southeast.
Toward the approach lane, the shoals, the
slice of water that ate fiberglass when you got
cute with the channel markers on an ebb.
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battery sag hiss swelled mid-carrier. The mic
distortion on “chalk” had that same crackle on
the “ch” I'd heard when he tested it in my
kitchen, laughing because it made him sound
like he was talking through a sock.

It was him. Or somebody holding his radio.

I reached for the desk phone. The handset
cord was frayed where it twisted. I hated that
it still worked because it meant the port could
say the room was “maintained” on a form.

I hesitated one breath, then punched the
extension I swore I'd never use again.
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Captain Oren Malloy answered on the third
ring, voice like a log entry that didn’t care
about my sleep or his.

“Malloy.”

“It's Kestrel,” I said. “I logged an
incomplete mayday on one-six at oh-three-
four-one. Family code in the voice. Bearing
one-one-two from the shore array. No DSC
burst. No AIS target in the approach lane.”

There was a pause where I could hear
paper move. Not surprise. Calculation.

“You logged it.”
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“Yes.”

“You realize what that does to your..
situation.”

“I do.”

“What do you want.”

I gripped the handset until the plastic
creaked. In the room, the VHF squelch kept
breathing. Time kept counting.

"I want you to move a boat without the
ladder,” I said. “"And I want you to do it now.”

r

Another pause. Then, quieter, like he'd
turned his head away from whoever was in
the room with him.

“Say the last part again.”

I looked at the console. The red recorder
light. The logbook with wet ink. My shift clock
ticking toward 04:00. Ebb still pulling water
away from anything stuck.

“Now,” I said. “Or I call it up the chain and
we both get buried in forms while somebody
drowns.”

Malloy exhaled once, controlled.
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it rang, the coil cord tugged like it wanted to
snap.

One ring. Two.

“Port Ops,” Malloy said. No greeting. No
name. Like a recorder was already running.

“It's Kestrel,” I said. “Time zero-three-four-
six. I intercepted an incomplete distress on
one-six at oh-three-four-one. Family code in
the voice. Source is a handheld—Baofeng
front-end overload, clipped limiter, battery
sag. It matches Luca’s unit.”
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I didn’t say Luca was my brother. My
tongue tried to, and my teeth stopped it.

Paper shifted on his end. A pen cap clicked
once, then didn’t click again. He was careful
with his noises.

“Do you have an MMSI,” he asked, “a
latitude and longitude, a vessel name, or a
registered call sign.”

“No DSC. No MMSI burst,” I said. “No AIS
target in the approach lane. Bearing one-one-
two from the shore array. That’s what I have.”
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“That’s not a position,” he said. Flat. “"That's
a line.”

“It's a line that came with a voice,” I said.
“"And a handheld that doesn't idle on 25 watts
for fun.”

He let me hang there. In the background, a
door closed. I pictured him in the Port
Authority building with its linoleum shine and
taped-off corners where paint peeled like
sunburn.

“Was the proper word used,” he asked.
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“Mayday started. It got cut,” I said. “Then
someone else keyed up on sixteen and spoke
to me without initiating distress. That’s not a
prank.”

“You understand what you're telling me,” he
said. “An unconfirmed transmission without
position. No formal distress. No vessel
identification. If I launch assets on that, I
answer for it.”

“You answer for it anyway when bodies
come up on the mud,” I said. The tide chart
was pinned beside the console. Ebb arrow

28
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“Designated area,” I repeated, because that
was the word that snagged. He hadn't said
channel. He hadn’t said berth. He hadn’t said
anchorage. He'd said area like a map overlay.

Malloy’s pen stopped moving. A small, clean
stop. No scratch.

“I'm speaking generally,” he said.

“You don't speak generally,” I said. “You
speak like a form.”

A breath, controlled. Then he shifted. “Do
you have any reason to think this is tied to...
port operations.”
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He didn’t say salvage. He didn’t say Rook.
He didn’t say the name of the berth I could
hear in his throat when he avoided it.

I listened past his words. Past his
steadiness. I listened for the missing noun.

My advantage—thinking I could hand this
up to a captain and have it become official—
died right there. It didn’t make a sound. It
just stopped being true.

“I have reason,” I said, and it was an
incomplete truth that kept me alive for
another minute. “And I have a bearing. That’s

34

what I can give you without putting it on the
air”

“You understand,” Malloy said, “that if you
keep this off the record, there is no automatic
response.”

"I understand,” I said. My fingers were
trembling just enough to make the phone
cord tap the desk. I pinned it with my thumb.

“I'm calling because I need you to move
something without lighting up a chain.”

“Then you're asking me to break my own
rules,” he said.
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“I'm asking you to decide who pays,” I said.
“Paper or people.”

Another paper sound. A page turned. He
was building the wall higher while he talked to
me. He was also checking the bricks for
cracks.

He spoke again, and each word was clean.
“There is a salvage zone flagged for hazard
mitigation pending review.”

My gut dropped. Not from surprise. From
confirmation. Somebody had already drawn a
box on a chart. Somebody had already
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brass, greened at the edges. "I called for a
boat.”

“You won't get it from me tonight,” he said.
“Out.”

The line went dead with a clean cut. No
linger. No apology.

In my ear, VHF squelch rose and fell like
somebody breathing behind a door.

I stood. My chair rolled back and bumped
the filing cabinet with a dull clang. The
cabinet was dented where someone had
kicked it years ago and never fixed it. The
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drawer labels were crooked. INCIDENT
REPORT FORMS sat in the top one, waiting
like traps.

I knelt at the console drawer and set the tip
of my thumbnail into the lock seam. The
brass was soft from age. It would give if I was
careful. If I wasn't, it would snap and I'd be
stuck with a broken keyway and no fob.

Malloy’s choice sat in my ribs: log or forget.
He’d already forgotten on paper. That meant
it was on me in steel and mud.
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I slid the flathead from the tool cup—its
handle chipped, the shaft freckled with rust—
and eased it into the seam. Outside, the
sodium lights buzzed and the tide kept pulling
away from anything that couldn’t move.

I levered, slow, and felt the lock start to
complain.

03:55.

The lock gave with a wet little pop like a
mussel shell. I caught the drawer before it
slammed back, palm flat on swollen plywood.
The flathead trembled in my hand. I told
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myself it was caffeine. My mouth felt like I'd
been chewing paper.

Inside: pens that didn’t write, a stapler with
one jaw bent, and the spare gate fob on a
coiled cord. The fob was old—plastic yellowed,
the label half-peeled—Port Ops Gate 3. If I
took it, the console camera would have a
clean view of my wrist. If I left it, I'd be
climbing chain-link in wet neoprene like an
idiot.

I unhooked the fob and let the cord fall
back into the drawer so it looked like it

44
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corridor cameras, then at the little red LED on
her desk phone. It wasn't lit. No one was
listening unless she made it official.

“I'll put it back,” I said. It was the closest
thing to a promise I could afford.

She swallowed. “Second door. Left. Don't—"
She shook her head like that would erase
what she was allowing. “Just... don't leave it
open.”

“Roger,” I said, because the word was habit
and because it sounded like I was on
assignment.
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I walked on before she could decide she
cared about policy more than sleep.

Second door, left. The Harbor Master’s
office. The brass plate on it was scratched to
silver at thumb height. The wood around the
latch was swollen from years of wet coats and
bad seals. The door stuck when I tried it. My
shoulder went into it, gentle first, then harder.
The frame creaked.

Somewhere down the hall, a printer spit a
page and went quiet again.
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I set the flathead against the latch seam
and worked it like I'd worked the drawer:
pressure, patience, no drama. The
screwdriver bit into damp paint and lifted a
curl. The smell under it was old latex and
mildew. The tool slipped once. I left a
crescent-shaped gouge in the jamb. Evidence
that would last longer than my excuses.

The latch popped. The door opened a
handspan and then snagged on the carpet
hump. I toed it over the ridge and slipped
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inside, pulling it almost shut behind me so the
corridor light didn’t pour in.

His office was a museum of forms. Rolled
charts in a cracked tube. A desk scarred with
pen cuts. A half-empty can of WD-40 with the
nozzle missing. A radio handset on a charging
cradle, cord frayed where it had been yanked.
Everything useful here had been used too
hard and put away wet.

I didn't touch the desk phone. Calls were
footprints.
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I pocketed the ring anyway. Point of no
return. The lanyard slid against my jacket
lining and left a cold stripe down my ribs.

On my way out, I nudged the drawer shut.
The busted latch didn’t catch. It sat a quarter
inch proud, a confession.

In the corridor, the clerk’s window was dark
again. Her head was down, but her eyes
tracked my feet. She watched my boots like
she was memorizing tread.

I didn’t look back.
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The radio room door was a gray slab with a
magnetic lock that liked to pretend it was
stronger than it was. I waved the spare fob.
The reader flashed green, then hesitated. The
lock buzzed longer than it should have, a
hungry vibration that said: logging, logging,
logging.

The door released with a sticky peel.

Inside, the consoles waited, LEDs steady,
VHF squelch filling the gaps between other
people’s emergencies. The incident log screen
was still open where I'd left it. My last entry
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was a timestamp and a channel note that
didn’t match what I'd actually heard.
Paperwork was a weapon here. So was
silence.

I sat, rolled the chair in without letting the
wheels squeal, and put my fingers on the
keyboard. Dry skin snagged on the keycaps. I
changed one line—one—shifting a time by
four minutes and swapping a channel
reference so it would route to “equipment
interference” instead of “unverified distress.”
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Enough to slow the machine. Enough to make
my fingerprints part of it.

The cursor blinked. It looked like an
accusation.

I hit save.

Outside, a foghorn sounded from the
breakwater on a long interval, and the
building answered with a low rattle in the
window frames. The tide was still dropping.
The clock didn't care.

I stood, slid the spare fob into my pocket
with the key ring, and pulled my jacket closed
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Brine-stiff. It bit through the thin glove and
found skin anyway.

I kept moving. No time to bleed neat.

Under the catwalk, something scraped:
barnacles or chain links, hard on hard, a
sound that got into your molars. The catwalk
grating was wet with algae at the edges
where boots didn’t tread. I took it anyway.
Shorter line to the dock gate. Faster to the
slips.
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Halfway across, my pocket vibrated. I didn't
stop. I fished the handheld out with my good
hand and kept my eyes on the slick metal.

Inez’s number wasn’t in it. I didn’t keep
names. I kept patterns.

One bar of signal. Of course.

I thumbed the call. One ring. Two. A burst
of static like a cigarette lighter too close to
the mic.

“Yeah?” Her voice was tight, winded, shop
noise behind it. She didn’t say my name.
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"I need you at the south dock gate,” I said.
“Now. Bring—" I glanced at a pallet jack with
one wheel wobbling, a chain hoist hanging
from a beam, its hook rusted shut. “Bring
cutters. And a jumper pack.”

Silence. Not refusal. Calculation.

“What did you do?” she asked.

“Not on—"I stepped off the catwalk, boots
hitting a patch of wet plywood laid over a
puddle. The plywood flexed, swollen at the
edges, and my ankle rolled. My stomach
dropped. I caught myself on a railing with
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peeling galvanization. “Not on an open line,” I
finished.

“You're on a cell,” she said, like I was the
one being cute.

“Scanners pick up more than you think.” I
kept my voice low, even as I jogged. My
mouth was dry. “South gate. Ten minutes.”

“Ten?” A laugh, no humor. “You running or
teleporting?”

“I'm running.”

A click. The call stuttered. Three chopped
syllables and a dead line.
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I backed half a step, eyes scanning. To my
left, the fence ran along the fuel tanks toward
a service alley. To my right, it met a concrete
jersey barrier tagged with peeling paint.
Beyond it, the dock road dipped toward the
slips. Past that: masts, work lights, moving
silhouettes. Time and tide.

My palm burned where the rope had cut
me. I flexed my fingers and felt the sting
bloom. Grip would be worse now. Climbing
would cost more.
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A forklift backfired somewhere behind me—
sharp crack—and my body flinched before my
brain caught up. The yard didn't give
warnings that mattered.

The camera held steady on my face. No
pretending I was lost. No “wrong gate”
excuse. Not with the denial beeps on record.

Breach the fence and run, loud and visible,
and let port security come hunting with my
name already on their screen.

Or retreat into the yard, buy a different
kind of access—power, code, or a form with
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Captain Malloy’s signature—and spend
minutes Luca might not have.

I stared at the barbed wire, at the rusted
teeth, and at the small red dot watching me
decide.

Mud Flats and Paperwork

03:41

The yard ended in a ragged line of rock and
broken timbers. After that it was flats—black
mud, eelgrass like wet wire, puddles with
diesel rainbowing on top. Sodium lights from
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the pier made everything the color of old
bruises.

04:22. Tide turn.

Forty-one minutes, and the harbor would
start pouring back into its own veins. The
channels would fill first. Then the cuts. Then
the wide slick where people thought it stayed
shallow.

I pulled the handheld VHF up from my
jacket. The belt clip was green with corrosion,
cracked where it met the case. It had already
tried to jump ship twice tonight. I taped it to
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crack and a fog of condensation at one corner.
It still had signal. For now.

Squelch broke and rolled back. Channel
traffic bled through, clipped and formal, the
way people got when their words could be
played in a hearing.

“—Harbor Control, this is Tug MASON on
one-six. Request traffic advisory, inbound Fish
Pier. Over.”

A reply came a second later, clean enough
to be official. Too clean. Then a quick blur at
the edge—something stepping over the
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protocol, a second transmission riding the tail
end like a bad splice.

I stopped.

Standing still in mud is a choice. It gives
the flats time to grab you. It also gives you
time to listen.

I hunched, turned my shoulder to the wind,
and cupped the VHF against my chest to
block the drizzle. My right hand dug into the
jacket pocket for the spare AAs by habit,
fingers brushing cold cylinders. I didn’t pull
them yet. Exposure time mattered.
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The Harbor Control voice came again—same
cadence, same words you'd expect.

But under it, in the half-second where the
mic opened and the carrier hit, there was a
grit I recognized. Not noise—distortion. A
specific kind of fuzz on the plosive, like the
mic diaphragm was dented and never fully
recovered. I'd heard it for years. A base
station with a bad limiter or a cheap preamp
patched in. It lived in a shed on the east
breakwater.
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That shed was supposed to be dark at this
hour. Its operator had a strict schedule and a
supervisor who cared about overtime sheets.

Unless somebody else was keying it.

Unless the voice was coming from
somewhere that wanted to sound like Harbor
Control without being Harbor Control.

My throat went dry. I swallowed and it
didn’t help. My fingers tightened around the
radio until the cracked case creaked.

The next transmission hit.
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main channel. Water surged against my shin
and tried to take my leg with it. I threw my
weight forward, slapped my palms into mud,
and crawled out like an animal.

Wet soaked into my pants and climbed. My
jacket hem dunked. The pocket with the
spare AA cells went under.

“Damn it,” I said to nobody, voice eaten by
wind and distant engines.

I got to my feet on the far lip, dripping. The
evidence pouch pressed hard against my ribs,
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still sealed, still warm from my body. I patted
it through the coat. Intact.

My pocket felt like a cold sponge. The AAs
inside would be wet now. They might still
work. Or they might die when I needed them
most. Either way, I'd committed. Turning back
meant crossing that cut again, slower, colder,
and arriving after 04:22. The flats would fill
behind me and erase the line I'd made. It
would also trap me out here if I hesitated.

I checked the VHF.

Battery icon: down one bar.
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Of course. Wet and cold always charge a
fee.

My hands started to shake. Not big tremors.
Fine ones, like my nerves had gone loose in
their housings. I clenched and unclenched,
trying to get feeling back. The rope burn in
my palm stung worse when the cold hit it, the
skin split and raw.

A headlamp blinked in the distance.

Not on the pier. Not on the road. On the
flats, low and moving, bobbing in a line that
cut for the same far-side gate I was aiming
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at. The light dipped, paused, dipped again—
somebody picking their way across like they
knew where the cuts were.

Nobody should be out here at low tide
unless they had a reason.

I froze, knee-deep mud on my pants and no
cover but darkness that wasn’t dark enough.
The lamp swung once, as if searching, then
steadied and kept coming.

Inez might have beaten me to the
rendezvous. Or someone else had.
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"I need a battery pack for a handheld,” I
said. “"And a ride to the debris field. Before
04:22."

That made her pause. Just long enough to
hear the harbor behind us: a distant diesel
idle, the buzzer of sodium lights, the constant
thin VHF squelch from somebody’s base
station scanning. The tide made a small
sucking noise at the mud edge, like it was
chewing.

“Debris field where?” she said.
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I didn’t answer that. I lifted my VHF so she
could see it. The battery icon sat one bar
lower than it had a minute ago.

"I can give you the file,” I said. “Not the
card. The file.”

Now she looked up. Her headlamp washed
my coat, my hands, the evidence pouch
bulging under my ribs. Her eyes were dark
and too awake.

“Recording,” she said, not a question. “The
mayday.”
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I didn’t flinch. That cost me. People who
don’t flinch get remembered.

“You want it,” I said. “You get me there.”

Inez’s mouth pulled sideways. “That’s not a
trade. That’s you handing me your problem.”

“My problem already has a clock.”

She snorted and went back to the wiring.
“Everything has a clock. My clock is my skiff
doesn’t go dead in the channel while your
friends shoot at me.”

“They’re not my friends.”
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“Sure.” She dug the crimp tool under the
lead, squeezed. It made a cheap, soft click.
She frowned at it like it had offended her.
Squeezed again. Another click. The connector
still didn’t bite. She shoved it anyway and
wrapped it in electrical tape with the speed of
someone who’d made bad connections look
good long enough to get paid.

The skiff rocked under her weight, water
slapping the hull through a crackle of
barnacles.
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“Break-break, break-break—" the voice
said, wrong cadence, too urgent, like it had
been practiced. “Mayday, mayday, mayday—
vessel—" A swallow. “"—vessel Green Heron...
position five-zero—"

It stumbled. Not panic. Deliberate. A digit
missing where it should be clean, like
someone didn’t want the MMSI to resolve in a
database.

I paused it with my thumb. “Hear that?”

Inez didn’t answer, but her eyes had
narrowed. She was listening with her face.
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“The ‘break-break’ is wrong,” I said.
“Distress doesn’t lead with it. That's for
priority traffic. Someone wanted everyone to
stop talking before they pushed the rest
through.”

“That could just be a moron,” she said.

I shook my head once. “Listen to the mic.”

I played half a second back. The audio
peaked on consonants. The high end was
shredded, like the mic element was cracked
or the windscreen was torn and the capsule
was getting hit direct.
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“That distortion,” I said. “It's a cheap
handset with a failing electret. Not a fixed
mount. The clipping’s consistent. That
transmitter’s been like that for weeks, maybe
months.”

Inez’'s eyes flicked away and back. A check
against her own memory. A list of who
sounded like that on the water. She didn't like
what she found.

“And there’s a gate tone,” I added. “Squelch
tail too short. They were riding the PTT like
they were scared of being direction-found.”

107

Inez pulled the earbud out hard enough to
sting my ear. “Okay,” she said. She didn’t say
okay to me. She said it to the problem
becoming hers.

I took the phone back and killed the
playback. My battery icon on the phone
dropped a sliver. One more cost, paid in quiet.

Inez snapped the plastic case shut and
shoved it under the thwart. Then she dragged
a battered lithium pack out from under a tarp.
It was wrapped in duct tape. The casing
bulged slightly in the middle, swollen like a
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earbud cord still hanging between us like a
leash.

“I'm not,” I said, and yanked.

The rope slipped on the cleat with a wet
pop. My hand skated forward. The fibers
sawed into my skin. Blood went slick across
my palm. I hissed through my teeth and held
on anyway because letting go meant losing it
and the skiff with it.

Three beats later, the skiff broke free with a
loud slurp that sounded obscene in the open
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flats. The noise carried. The headlamp beam
shivered on the water.

Inez froze, listening. So did I. Somewhere
out on the flats, a faint clink answered—metal
on metal. Not a gull. Not the tide.

“Get in,” she said.

I swung a leg over the gunwale and
dropped into the skiff. The bottom was gritty
with sand and old bait scales. Water seeped
around my boot. I kept my injured hand
close, flexing my fingers. Grip reduced. Every
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pulse of pain reminded me what I'd pay later
for needing speed now.

Inez shoved off with an oar that had been
patched with a sheet-metal screw. The blade
hit the mud, levered, and the skiff slid into
the cut. The water took us, reluctant, then
gave.

Point of no return. I felt it in my gut as the
flats behind us became distance and the
channel ahead became commitment.
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“Your file,” Inez said, settling the oar and
reaching for her phone. "When we’re afloat.
You said.”

“Conditional,” I said. "I send when I see the
debris field.”

“And if you don’t?” Her tone stayed light.
Her eyes didn’t.

“Then you got ten seconds and a direction
to forget.”

She made a sound that might have been a
laugh if it had any air in it. She thumbed her
phone open. The screen glow lit her jawline,
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bandage. Every time the skiff rocked, the pain
wrote its own tally.

Inez jabbed the screwdriver under a clamp
and twisted. The clamp didn’t move. The
rubber line did, cracked and stiff, and then
the clamp finally gave with a grit-pop. Fuel
dribbled, black in the light.

“That’s not supposed to—" she started.

“Less talk,” I said.

She shot me a look and then stripped
insulation off a short length of scrap wire with
her teeth. The wire had green crust on it,
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copper turned mean. She bridged two
contacts on the starter solenoid, careful and
fast, like she’d done it with worse.

“Hotwire it?” I said.

“Bypass,” she said. “Words matter.”

She touched the wire. The engine kicked
once, then caught. It ran rough, like it was
chewing bolts, but it ran. The skiff surged
forward, bow lifting, my stomach dropping a
fraction with the acceleration. Inez kept the
wire jammed in place with the rusted
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screwdriver, handle wedged under the cowling
lip like a splint.

“Temporary,” she said, not looking at me.

“Everything is,” I said.

The channel narrowed. On either side,
pilings rose out of the water, slick with algae
and striped with barnacles that scraped when
we brushed too close. The wake slapped the
wood, sending up a spray that tasted like old
creosote and low-tide rot.

My handheld VHF sat between my boots,
strapped with frayed line. Its charging cable
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was a bad crimp and a prayer. I brought it up,
thumbed the volume until the squelch hissed
like an angry leak.

Channel 12 was Port Operations, morning
shift waking up.

“Port Ops, this is Tug Seventeen, inbound
Berth Three with barge, over.”

“Tug Seventeen, Port Ops, roger. Hold short
of the turning basin. Pilot delayed. Standing
by, over.”

“Tug Seventeen, wilco. Out.”
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throttle hard and we lost forward motion.
Current took us sideways toward a piling.

“Hold,” she snapped, grabbing the oar. She
shoved off the piling just before we kissed it.
The barnacles on the wood were close enough
I could hear the scrape.

The engine whined again when she tried to
feather it. Something was wrapped.

Inez looked at me. “Your hand’s already—"

“Stop,” I said. I didn’t want her saying it
like she cared. It would make it real.
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I leaned over the stern, braced my knee
against the transom. The water below was
black with reflected sodium light broken into
jittery coins. I plunged my good arm in first,
then the injured one because I needed both.

Cold punched up my sleeve. The cut hit
water and fire ran down to my wrist. My
fingers went numb fast, then useless.

I felt the prop blades by touch, the edges
nicked. A line of trash bag plastic had twisted
around the shaft, tight as a tourniquet. A strip
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of netting too, thin but strong. I hooked it
with my fingertips and pulled.

It didn’t give. It sliced into my cut through
the wet bandage. I bit down until my molars
complained.

“Naomi,” Inez said, low.

“I've got it.” I lied because lying was faster.

I slid my hand down again, found the knot
point where the plastic had cinched. I tore at
it. The plastic stretched, then snapped, recoil
slapping my knuckles. My sleeve came up
soaked, heavy and cold. The net still held.
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Inez held the skiff steady with the oar,
muscles tight in her forearm, grease and
water streaking her skin. We were close
enough under the pier that our shoulders
nearly brushed when she leaned. She smelled
like warm metal and old coffee.

I found the net’s lead line and tugged. It
dragged across the prop and finally slipped
free with a slick, reluctant release. My cut
screamed. I hissed air through my teeth.

I lifted my hands out. Water poured off my
sleeves and drummed on the aluminum. My
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“04:16,” I said. My throat was dry enough
to stick.

Inez eased in. She didn’t cut the engine all
the way—kept it idling, ready to run. That
choice kept us mobile and kept the noise up.
Everything cost.

I stepped forward, boots grinding grit
embedded in the skiff’s floor. The sand from
the flats had worked into every seam. It
made a sound like teeth.

I leaned out and grabbed a piece of foam,
pulled it close. It was stenciled once, now
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rubbed off, paint flaked and crazed from sun
and water. Useless.

Another piece drifted near. Pallet slat. I
hooked it with a boat hook that had a bent
tip. The metal had a bloom of rust and the
handle tape was peeling. I pulled the slat over
the gunwale. It thumped down, sending the
skiff into a tilt.

“Careful,” Inez said. “You're loading the
wrong side.”

“Noted,” I said. I flipped the slat. Nothing.
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Then I saw it: a longer beam, maybe part
of a crate frame, lodged against a piling. The
beam’s paint was chipped, a corporate blue
under layers of gray grime. Letters stuttered
along the side.

I moved toward it. The skiff bumped the
piling and barnacles scraped aluminum. The
beam was higher than the gunwale. To see
the far side, I'd have to climb up.

My injured hand curled, reluctant. My
fingers trembled once and then stopped, like
they’d made a decision without me.
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"I need eyes on the other side,” I said.
“Don't fall,” Inez said, which meant: don’t
make me choose between you and the motor.

I planted a boot on the skiff’s forward seat.
The vinyl was cracked, edges curled. I
reached for the beam with my good hand,
tested it. It shifted, slick with algae. My shin
bumped the gunwale and pain lit a line down
my leg.

I pulled myself up anyway. My injured hand
had to take weight. The cut protested hard,
heat and pressure and then a numb float as
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free, it came too free. I jerked backward and
nearly sat down in the bilge water.

The skiff rocked hard. Water lapped over
the gunwale and spilled inside. The placard
was bigger than it looked. I shoved it under
the thwart, but it shifted our center. The boat
sat wrong.

“We're riding like a drunk,” Inez said.

“Keep us alive and complain later,” I said,
and my voice came out flatter than I
intended.
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04:19. We had proof. We also had a skiff
that wanted to roll and a bypass wire heating
under a rusted screwdriver.

My handheld VHF sat heavy in my palm.
The decision was a rock in my gut. If we left
now with no call, no record, it looked like
what it was: sneaking. If I made a safety call,
even a clean one, it put me back on the
board. Port logs didn't forget. Auditors didn't
either.

I swallowed and tasted blood from where
I'd bitten my cheek.
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I keyed up on Channel 12. Kept it clipped.
Proper.

“Port Operations, Port Operations, this is
skiff Kestrel, safety call, over.”

Inez’s head snapped toward me. Her eyes
said: why. She didn’t speak.

“Skiff Kestrel, Port Ops, go ahead, over.”

My mouth dried further. I forced the words
out like pulling line through a jammed
fairlead.

“Port Ops, skiff Kestrel. Hazard debris
observed in vicinity of Pier Nine east pilings,
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floating timber and foam. Recommend
caution for small craft. Standing by on one-
two. Over.”

A beat. The radio hissed around their
silence.

“Skiff Kestrel, Port Ops, roger hazard.
Provide position in degrees and minutes,
over.”

There it was. The net tightening. If I gave
exact coordinates, I drew an arrow. If I
didn’t, I looked like I was playing games on a
recorded channel.
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“Move,” I said.

Inez shoved the throttle.

The skiff hesitated, bow lifting wrong with
the placard’s weight, and the hum overhead
grew louder like it was coming straight down
on us.

04:18

The hum dropped into the gap between
piles like it belonged there. A hard, steady
note. Then light—white, flat, mean—snapped
on and cut a rectangle through the dark
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under Pier Nine. The beam found the skiff like
it had been waiting for the word.

The drone came down from above the
deckline, a black box with four rotors and a
camera eye hanging on a gimbal. It held itself
stupid-still in the moving air, spotlight bolted
to its belly. The sodium lamps buzzed behind
it, making its edges swim.

Four minutes to the tide turn. I could feel it
in the tug on the painter line and the way the
scum line on the pilings looked higher every
time the beam swept past. When it turned,
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the channel would tighten and speed up.
Hiding spots would go away. Mud that was
soft now would pull like glue.

Inez saw the same math. Her hand stabbed
the kill switch.

The outboard died. The sudden quiet made
my ears ring. Without the engine’s vibration
the skiff felt lighter, wrong, like a shopping
cart with one wheel off the ground. We drifted
sideways on the set, slow at first, then a little
faster as the current took the bow.

“Line,” Inez said.
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"I see it.” Fouled rope hung below the
surface, a gray braid with barnacles on it,
waiting to wrap a prop that wasn’t turning.
We didn’t have that problem now. We had
new ones.

The battery pack under the thwart shifted
with the swell. Its casing had swollen from
too many charges, the plastic bowed like a
bad blister. I'd wedged it under my knee to
keep it from sliding into the bilge. The
spotlight made it gleam dull and tired. When
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My stomach dropped like the skiff had lost a
plank. The beam held on my face. It saw
every flinch.

I didn't look at Inez. I kept my eyes on the
drone, on the camera eye that didn’t blink.

It wasn't the words that hit. It was the
sound under them.

Cheap condenser mic. A dented diaphragm.
A rasp on sibilants. The exact same distortion
I'd been hearing in the clipped mayday
fragments—Ilike someone had soldered a bad
joint and learned to live with the hiss.
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The net wasn’t outside the system. It was
inside it.

My mouth went dry. I swallowed and tasted
low-tide rot coming up from the mud under
the pier. Somewhere above, a foghorn
sounded once, late, like it had been paid to
warn the wrong people.

Inez’s head turned just enough for me to
see her jaw set. “They said your name.”

“Yeah,” I said. My voice didn't carry. The
drone didn’t need to hear it.

“You didn't tell me it was like this.”
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“I didn't—" The sentence died. The truth
had too many hooks. "I didn’t think they had
you integrated.”

“Who is ‘they’?” Her eyes flicked to my
radio, then back to the light. "Naomi Kestrel
isn't a skiff. That’s a person on a list.”

“Stand by means stand by,” I said, and my
thumb hovered over transmit again. “If I
comply, they take the placard. They take the
radio. They take—"

“Your brother,” she said, not asking. It
wasn’t sympathy. It was inventory.
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I didn't answer. I adjusted my grip on the
placard, feeling the cracked laminate bite into
my glove.

The skiff bumped a piling. Wood groaned.
Old creosote bled black where the beam hit it.
The impact shoved the battery pack under my
knee. The swollen casing slid, and the taped
lead jerked hard enough to pull the
handheld’s connector halfway out.

Static hissed in my ear. The display dimmed
a notch.
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Salvage Rights

02:14.

My phone screen ate my last dark. I kept it
cupped in my palm, brightness slammed
down, red record dot on a voice memo like a
wound you're supposed to ignore. Cold pulled
the charge out of the battery in visible steps.
Every minute was a percentage.

We wedged into the piling field behind
creosote-black timbers and barnacled
dolphins that had eaten a hundred hulls. The
water worked at the posts with a wet suck. A
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loose length of frayed line sawed back and
forth with each lift, rasping like a file. The
smell was low-tide rot and diesel sheen, with
wet neoprene from Inez’s jacket every time
she shifted.

Inez held herself tight against the timber,
chin tucked. Her eyes tracked reflections, not
boats. “Clock?”

“Slack 02:52,” I said. My mouth felt dry.
“After that the set runs under the barge line.
Noise carries. We get pinned out.”
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She nodded once. No argument. She’d do
the math later, when it could kill us.

I didn’t transmit. I kept the handheld off,
earbud in, and scanned like I was back in the
radio room with my name taped to the
console. Channel 16 popped with the usual—
weak stations, clipped calls, someone with a
bad antenna apologizing with every “Say
again.” Channel 12 was Port Ops, the
language of permissions and denials. Channel
13 was bridge-to-bridge: short, sharp, no
extra words.
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VHF squelch. Then the slide into voice.

“Port Ops, Port Ops, this is tug Rook’s Pride,
working near Berth Nine. Safety brief
complete. Confined space permit verified.
Request temporary exclusion zone, 30 meters
off our stern. Over.”

A supervisor voice. Steady. The kind that
made people nod and sign.

Port Ops came back, bored and bright.
“Rook’s Pride, Port Ops. Roger. Exclusion zone
granted until zero-three-zero-zero. Advise
when secured. Over.”
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Gray work coat with a cheap reflective tape
strip scuffed to dull. Tear at the right elbow,
stitched tight with black thread that didn’t
match. A patch on the chest, half-peeled:
LUCA in block letters, the L cracked.

My tongue stuck to my teeth.

Inez followed my stare. Her face went still.
“That's him.”

“Yeah,” I said. I didn't like how quiet my
voice went.

We couldn’t pretend. Not after that. Not
after the way Rook’s crew moved like they’d
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rehearsed it, like there was a checklist and
the checklist was the law.

02:19.

The tide was still ebbing, but you could feel
it easing, the pull changing shape around the
pilings. Slack wasn't peace. Slack was the
hinge before everything swung hard the other
way.

“Goal,” Inez murmured.

“Identify the tug. Time the move. Get
proof,” I said. “Before 02:52. Before they tuck
it below.”
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“And then?”

“And then we decide how ugly we want
this.”

A working boat pushed past on the channel,
engine noise thick and forgiving. A foghorn
out by the breakwater called on a long
interval, each blast a metronome through the
haze. Inez watched the gap between horn
and engine like she could thread a needle
with it.

“Now,” she said.
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We slid out from behind the timbers on the
downbeat of noise. Hands on wet wood.
Knees on slime-slick cross-bracing. My cut
palm burned when it found grit. I kept my
phone tight against my chest, screen facing
in, like it could give us away by breathing too
loud.

We moved low, using stacks of chipped
fenders and hanging lines as cover. The ropes
were brine-stiff and heavy, frayed in places to
pale fuzz that caught on my sleeve. I hooked
a finger around one, tested it, then used it to
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skin dragging. The cut in my palm opened
again, wet heat under cold.

Halfway up, my waterproof pouch snagged
on a bolt head. I felt the tug at my belt, sharp
and wrong. The seam tore a little, just
enough to make the inside vulnerable. The
phone shifted. The screen woke. A small
rectangle of light pressed against my shirt.

I flattened it with my forearm and kept
moving.

02:27.
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We rolled onto the barge deck and stayed
down, bellies to puddled steel. The deck was
gritty with rust flakes. A warped coaming ran
along the edge, giving us a line to hide
behind. Inez crawled to my right, careful,
knees sliding, not lifting.

We left the pilings’ cover. No easy retreat
now. If we went back, we’d be silhouetted in
open water.

We got to a rusted winch drum and tucked
in behind it. The drum’s cable was gone, only
a stub of frayed wire rope left, ends splayed
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like broken teeth. It snagged my sleeve as I
settled. I didn't pull away. I let it catch. Less
movement.

From here, the tug’s deck was a stage
under sodium strips. Rook stood with his
clipboard, pen poised. He didn’t shout. He
didn’t need to. People leaned toward his
voice.

“Shackle tag verified,” he said. “Load test
per spec. Nobody touches it without gloves.
We log it. We report it.”
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A deckhand held up gloved hands like a
priest showing clean palms. Another rolled a
covered shape across the deck on a pallet
jack that squealed with every push. The load
was wrapped in a tarp and cinched with
straps, corners hard under the fabric. Heavy
enough that the jack’s wheels left wet tracks.

Rook’s handheld came up near his mouth.
Not VHF cadence. Too casual. Too private.
Low power. I could hear the cheap mic
distortion when someone else answered—
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“If I stop, we get buried,” I said. One
sentence. The only recap my brain allowed.
Malloy’s forms would eat us alive without
audio.

Rook’s crew guided the covered load toward
a hatch. The hatch coaming was scuffed to
bare steel. They moved like trained hands
around a problem they’d been told not to
name.

02:41.

We repositioned as the tug shifted, lines
creaking. The barge flexed under my weight,
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a tired animal. We crawled along the
coaming, staying below the edge, trying to
keep the winch between us and their lights.

A deck plate under my left hand bowed a
fraction and popped back. It wasn't a full
clang, just a flexing complaint. I froze until
my joints ached.

Inez’s multi-tool—the same one—hung from
her belt on a loop. It tapped the coaming
once when she moved. She grabbed it and
held it tight against her hip, palm flattening it
like she could smother sound.
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The hasp we'd pried open earlier swung
with the barge’s motion. It clicked against
metal. Soft. Regular. A metronome counting
down our luck.

Inez reached back, found it by feel, and
jammed a strip of frayed rope through it to
stop it swinging. Her fingers worked fast.
Practical care. No wasted motion.

The tug’s deck crew began the lift. A small
crane arm swung out, hydraulics whining. A
hook descended. A strap tightened around the
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wrapped load. The pallet jack rolled away,
squealing its relief.

Rook’s voice cut through, close enough now
that I could hear breath. “Slow. No unsecured
loads. We do this clean.”

Clean. On paper.

We held our bodies still and watched.

A light snapped on above us.

White and hard, mounted on a bent
stanchion at the barge’s edge. Either motion-
sensor or somebody hitting a shore box
switch. It washed the deck in a sudden
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Boots hit the barge’s ladder. Metal creaked
under weight.

I swallowed hard, tasted blood again, and
made my thumb choose.

A Bad Tow in Rising Water

02:18

The phone was already in my hand. I
pinched the side button until the screen went
dead and shoved it deep in my jacket, under
the torn pouch seam, like I could bury sound

The boots on the ladder didn’t slow.

“Under,” Inez said.

She didn't point. She didn’t have to. The
working face of the terminal ran along the
berth with gaps under the container overhang
where the sodium lights missed. Every third
lamp buzzed like a bad transformer and cut
out for half a breath, then came back harsh
and yellow. When it dropped, you could
move. When it flared, you froze.

I followed Inez along the fender pile. The

barnacles. It grabbed at my sleeve and left
grit on my skin. A frayed tagline hung from a
bent cleat, wet and stiff. I took it because it
was there.

It burned my palm when I used it to drop
down to the lower catwalk.

I didn't let go. If I let go, I'd hit the algae-
slick steel, and the sound would carry. The
rope fibers bit through my glove seam
anyway. My cut hand—old cut, new cut, they
were starting to feel like one—went numb at

the edges and then throbbed when I got
weight on it.

Inez slid a scrap rubber mat from under her
jacket like she’d stolen it from a fish plant
floor. She slapped it down on the wet steel
where the catwalk met the container’s
shadow.

“Stay off the deck,” she said. “You slip,
you're loud.”

Her headlamp was chewed up at the strap,
lens fogged. She tapped it twice. It stuttered

in fabric. timber was black with creosote and scored by
201 202 203 204
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streaked, pointing where the lines of traffic
were supposed to be.

“You hear him?” she mouthed.

I nodded. My mouth was dry enough to
stick to my teeth. I didn’t say what I knew.
Saying it made it real.

A forklift trundled past on the apron above,
reverse alarm chirping. The driver’s cab light
flashed blue-white as he turned his head.
Sodium light buzzed, cut out, came back. The
camera dome shifted a degree, tracking
motion.
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Inez pulled a short jump lead from her
pocket. Two alligator clips at the ends, metal
jaws furry with green corrosion. She held it
up like a joke.

“Latch is dead,” she whispered. “Or
pretending.”

We reached the access point under the
container’s overhang. A service hatch set into
the frame, paint swollen and blistered, a pad
eye with a corroded latch that should have
been locked. The latch had been worked
recently. Fresh tool marks on old paint.
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Somebody had been in a hurry and didn't
care about cosmetics.

Inez laid her rubber mat under the hatch lip
and pressed her shoulder into the space. The
steel was wet enough to bead. My knee went
down on the mat. It squished water out in a
cold line against my pant leg.

“Two minutes,” she said, glancing up at the
tug. “Before they take it.”

I listened instead of looking. Engines
changed pitch out there—one notch higher,
then a settling, like they’d shifted to engage
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hydraulic load. Pre-tow checks. The harbor
has a sound for every step.

Point of no return lives in sound.

“We go now,” I said.

Inez didn't argue. She got her pry bar—a
chipped length of steel with one end ground
flat and the other end still showing old paint.
She set it under the latch lip. The metal
squealed when she levered. The noise crawled
under my skin. She stopped. Waited for the
sodium light to buzz and cut, for the forklift to
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losing skin. Inez set the pry bar in. The
chipped tip bit, then slipped. The bar snapped
down and rang against the frame.

I froze, throat tight.

Outside, somebody laughed on the tug
deck. A shout, then a thump of something
heavy dropped. Our noise got swallowed in
theirs, but not by much.

Inez adjusted, planted her boot on the
rubber mat like a brace even though we were
half a meter away now, and levered again.
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The bar held this time. Metal gave with a tired
complaint.

She peeled the patch back.

Inside was not empty space. It was an
improvised compartment, framed with
plywood that had swollen and darkened at the
edges, bolted with hardware that didn’t
match. Zip ties crossed the opening like
cheap rigging.

A face stared out at me from the black.

Luca. Eyes open, pupils wide, cheek bruised
yellow-green. Tape across his mouth, damp at

218

the corners. His breath came ragged through
his nose, whistling. His wrists were bound
tight enough that the skin bulged around the
ties.

Behind him, wedged sideways, another
man. Suit shirt torn at the collar, tie gone,
glasses still on somehow. His expression was
flat, even with panic in his eyes, like he was
watching a balance sheet collapse and trying
to find the column to blame. An ID lanyard
was looped around his neck. The badge had
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Port Authority colors and a number printed
too large: AUD-3179.

My stomach went heavy. An auditor. Here.
In the box.

Inez’s hand went to her snips. Diagonal
cutters with rust at the hinge, the handles
taped. She opened them, tested the bite on
nothing.

“Cut,” she said.

“We don’t—" My voice came out too loud. I
swallowed it down. “We don’t cut everything.”

Her look was sharp.
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“Invoice... nine... seven... two... one... K.” The
last sound was swallowed by tape and his
own breath.

Inez leaned in, close enough that her
shoulder pressed mine. The cramped space
made heat between us. Her hand steadied my
wrist for a second, fingers on my pulse like
she was checking a line, not touching me.

“Move,” she said. “They tow, this turns into
a coffin.”

02:26

The tug took strain.
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You feel it under steel before you hear it.
The container’s belly tightened. Ribs vibrated.
A long groan ran through the frame and into
my teeth. The compartment shifted half an
inch against my shoulder. Water that had
been sitting in a channel rolled toward us in a
dark sheet.

Inez braced her forearm against the frame
to keep the patch from slamming shut. Her
headlamp beam shook with the vibration.

“Cut Luca first,” she said.
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Hale—if that was his name—made a
choking sound and kicked once, the
movement jerking Luca’s bound body. The zip
ties bit deeper. Luca’s eyes squeezed shut
with pain.

My cut hand fumbled the serrated blade out
of my pocket. The handle was slick. I wiped it
on my thigh. It didn't help.

Inez brought her snips to Luca’s wrist tie.
The jaws closed. Metal met plastic. The hinge
seized halfway.
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“Come on,” she hissed, and forced it. The
rusted pivot bound hard, then gave a
millimeter and stopped again.

Tool failure at the worst time. Of course.
“Use mine,” I said, and pushed my blade
into her hand. Our fingers overlapped on the

grip for a second. Her skin was cold. My
breath caught, stupid and physical, and then
the container jolted again and the moment
snapped into work.

She sawed at the tie with the serrations.
The blade skated once and nicked Luca’s
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the headlamp beam like it wanted to
disappear.

“No,” I said, too sharp.

Inez’s eyes flashed. She didn’t apologize.
She reached for her snips again and forced
them open with both hands, tendon strain
showing at her wrist.

“Naomi,” she said. “Pick.”

I swallowed blood taste from my split
knuckle.

I leaned my head close to Luca’s tape, ear
near his mouth, risking everything outside.
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His breath was ragged, noisy, masking any
attempt at numbers. I could just make out a
hissed consonant, then nothing. My
advantage—the clean read of a voice—was
buried under panic breathing and steel
vibration.

I shifted to Hale. His badge lanyard dug into
his neck. The compliance hold form was still
pinched between his fingers, soaked now, ink
bleeding. Proof dissolving in real time.

I made the call that cost us later.

“Hold him,” I told Inez. “We take him too.”
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Inez’s face went still. Not agreement. Not
refusal. Calculation. Then she jammed her
knee against Luca’s hip to keep him from
sliding out and planted her boot against the
frame. Her body locked into the job. Shared
breath in a space too small. No room for
doubt. No room for clean.

I dug my fingers under the patch edge and
found the internal door seam behind it. A
gasket swollen with water, stuck. There was a
tiny black puck mounted near the seam—too

235

neat, too new. A sensor. The kind that doesn’t
scream. The kind that sends.

Point of no return sat under my fingernail.

“Fast,” Inez said.

I pulled.

02:29

The gasket tore with a wet rip, like tearing
meat off a bone. The hinges complained,
corroded and tight, then gave. The door
opened past a hand’s width and something in
the seam chirped—small, almost polite. A
relay click followed, deeper, final.
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My radio was a brick against my ribs.
Battery indicator already down one bar from
listening under steel and pushing squelch. If I
transmitted, my carrier would be a flare. It
would also be recorded. It could force
response beyond Port Security. It could also
bury Luca under “rescued smuggler” the
second anyone in uniform saw him.

The water rose to my elbows. Cold seeped
through my sleeves. My injured hand
cramped around the door edge. Grip
compromised, slipping.
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I keyed the VHF to wake it. My thumb
hovered over transmit. Proper protocol lined
up in my head like a checklist I didn’t want to
sign.

Pan-Pan would bring help without the full
search-and-rescue machine. DSC distress
would light up every screen and log every ID.
Either would put my name in a file that
Captain Malloy could stall or weaponize. Radio
silence meant we dragged them out ourselves
before boots hit the deck overhead.
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Above us, something heavy thumped. A
footstep on container top? Or a deckhand on
the frame.

Inez met my eyes in the headlamp’s weak
cone. Her face was wet with spray and sweat.
Her jaw worked once. She didn't say please.

“Naomi,” she said. "Now.”

I looked at my VHF. Then at Luca’s taped
mouth and Hale’s bleeding wrists and the
compliance hold stamp melting in oily water.

Transmit, and invite the whole harbor.
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Or stay quiet, and race the crew coming
down on us.
My thumb pressed—halfway—then stopped.

Range Lights Out

02:18

The tug came in like it owned the water.
Stubby bow, working lights taped and
smeared, hull paint scabbed down to primer
and orange rust. Its fenders hit the barge
with a wet squeal that set my teeth on edge.
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Good. A tool that disappears is a tool you
trip on later.

A handheld VHF cracked somewhere on
their side. Squelch burst, a hiss like tearing
Velcro.

“...check, check—" The voice was close
enough to feel through the steel. Cheap mic.
Electret capsule, pushed too hot. Hard
clipping on plosives. A squelch tail that hung
a fraction too long, like the radio’s too lazy to
shut up.
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They were listening on 16 first. Everyone
listened on 16. It was the rule and the habit.
Then the same radio clicked—no “Over,” no
call sign—and jumped to a working channel.

“—on seventy-two. You got eyes?” The last
word flattened into fuzz. Loose antenna? Bad
connector? Or the speaker grille clogged with
grit.

I held still, counting the seconds between
their transmissions, tracking the rhythm like a
heartbeat you don’t want to admit you can
hear.
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The second radio answered. Different
squelch tail. Cleaner audio, higher gain. The
voice was older, practiced, the kind that
talked like everything was routine because
that was safer than truth.

“Roger. Stand by. Don’t touch the tube until
I see it.” No “Over.” Again. Because they
didn’t think anyone official was listening.
Because they thought the only ears out here
were theirs.

Manifest tube. Deck box. The words
snapped into place with the earlier coded
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mayday in my head. That transmission had
been clipped and wrong, protocol broken in
the same spots. Whoever had called had
skipped the formalities the same way—like
rules were for people who got paid by the
hour.

Another key-up. A double key, fast. PTT
switch bouncing. You could hear it: carrier up,
carrier down, carrier up again like a stutter.
The voice came with it, too close to the mic,
breath hitting the capsule.

“—move. Move, move. We're on the clock.”
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A handheld chirped again. The stutter-PPT
radio. He was closer to our side, searching. I
leaned my head a fraction, ear turned like it
could pull signal through steel.

“—any traffic on sixteen?” he asked. He
didn’t say who he was asking. No call sign. No
record. Just business.

The reply came immediately. “Negative.
Keep it that way.”

I knew that voice, too. Not the man. The
transmitter. The mic distortion rode on the
consonants like a scratch on vinyl. Same

257

fingerprint as the mayday. Same cheap radio
pushed past its limits.

Costly clue. Confirmed.

My mouth went drier. I swallowed and felt
nothing happen.

Inez’s fingers found my sleeve, pinched
once. A question without words: Are we
moving or dying here?

Ahead, a deckhand’s boot scraped near the
spool. Close enough that I could see the algae
smear under his sole. He paused. Headlamp
swung.
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I held my breath. My injured hand tremored
against my ribs. The VHF there felt heavier
than it had any right to.

I could stay silent and trust steel and luck
for thirty seconds.

Or I could make sound—clean, official
sound—and drag their attention away from
our pocket.

But once I keyed up on 16, I wasn't just
talking to them. I was lighting a screen in a
watchstander’s shack. I was putting my old
life back on the record.
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I pulled the handheld out, palmed it low
against my thigh to hide the glow. Wet grit
had worked into the speaker grille. I wiped it
with my sleeve, smearing grime. The battery
indicator blinked one bar lower than I wanted.

Channel knob to 16. Volume down, then up
just enough. My thumb found the PTT.

The deckhand took one step closer. Zip-ties
rattled soft against his wrist.

02:26.

I had one move before he rounded the
spool.
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scabbed and patched with duct tape, and
threw it toward the tug’s side.

It bought me exactly what I asked for:
reaction time.

It also bought me a new problem.

A voice came in over me, cutting in hard,
clean transmitter, good gain, no stutter. Tug
captain. He didn’t waste words.

“Break-break. Break-break. Stations,
silence on one-six. Mayday station, this is tug
NORTHBAY on one-six. Say your MMSI. Say
again your position. Vessel description. Over.”
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He stepped right on the weak tail end of my
last syllable. Not rude. Trained. He was doing
what my old supervisors used to demand:
make the report pin down into something you
can hang paper on later.

My throat tightened. I tasted penny-metal.

Inez’s fingers found my wrist. Two quick
taps: Keep them moving. Four minutes.

I keyed again, and made my voice smaller,
thinner, like a man with water at his knees.
No theatrics. Just breath cut short.
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“NORTHBAY, JUNE STAR. MMSI unknown,
DSC failure. Repeat position five zero degrees
zero three decimal eight north, zero zero one
degrees one eight decimal two west. Blue
hull, white wheelhouse, Gardner six-cylinder,
single screw. Water ingress aft, pumps not
keeping up. Over.”

I hated myself for the specifics even as I
said them. Blue hull, white wheelhouse—June
Star wore that paint. I'd watched her in and
out for years, watched her scrape fenders and
flirt with the red can outside the shoal.
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Gardner six-cylinder was the kind of detail
that made a lie stick in a tug captain’s mind.
It also made it auditable when daylight came
and someone asked why June Star was tied
up safe at Pier Three.

The tug captain didn’t answer right away. In
that silence, the barge got louder. The tug’s
engine note changed; a low diesel growl
climbed pitch as someone put it in gear. A line
came up with a wet creak.

Half their boarding crew peeled away like
I'd yanked a leash. Two men ran toward the
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“Hold,” she mouthed back. Then, without
looking at me, she dug in her pocket and
came up with a torn rag and a tiny foil packet
—grease, stolen from some maintenance kit.
Logistics as care. She tore it with her teeth
and smeared it on the hinge, fingers slick,
then worked the joint with brutal little twists.

Our hands overlapped on the handle, her
knuckles rapping mine. Warmth through wet
fabric. For two seconds it was just leverage
and breath in a tight space.

Then the searching man’s headlamp sliced
under the spool.

The beam hit our boots. Lit the frayed cuff
of my pants, the shine of the handheld’s
antenna. It paused, as if the light itself had
decided to think.

My stomach dropped. My mouth went sand-
dry.

On the radio, the tug captain came back,
voice harder now, trying to own the channel.

“JUNE STAR, NORTHBAY. Roger your
position and description. We are getting

underway. Remain on one-six. Advise if you
are abandoning to a life raft. Over.”

He’'d committed. Good. He'd also ordered
me to stay talking, to keep the record alive.

Before I could answer, another transmission
slid in—not on 16. The handheld’s scan
feature was on, a mistake I'd meant to fix,
and it caught a sliver of working traffic
between squelch drops. Channel 12, maybe
68. Short. Clipped. Same scratch in the
consonants as the earlier “keep it that way.”
Same cheap mic pushed too hot.

“"—NORTHBAY, switch plan. Secure
evidence. Do not render—" The last word got
eaten by the scan hopping back toward
sixteen.

Secure evidence.

Not render assistance.

My spine went cold in a way my body tried
to deny. That phrase wasn’t tug talk. It was
paperwork talk. It was someone who thought
the harbor was a filing cabinet.

Rook.

273 274 275 276
08¢ 6LT 8LT LLT
*plom Ixau Aw papuewap
e JO ||e P3PMOID }[34 [duueyd YL “wiy 3snf L,UPIp ®H Ul AOW ,Uplp 3 pulysq uew ayL 4366113 [duueyd dyL ‘payem AVGHLYON ‘9T UO
jusem 31 -ybiam pey piom ay) ‘Ajyusapi *90e) Aw uo pauuld paAeis dwejpeay ayL e sem 3 I| 11d 9yl punoj quinyi A ‘|leanbs 3om e yum Ja3wWijjIW B
LJOAQ "JUSpIdUI BY3 JO B4njeu ay3 pue Ajiuapl *SW 10 31p 03 Way3 3se 3,upip eyy buiyswos €€:20 aneb abuly ay] ‘s1933nd ay3 ojul 3ybiom Jay e

1N0A asIApyY 1960y "AVEHLYON “dV.LS ANNC.
‘paAouue
‘paddip sawed Ajdas s,6n3 ay3 ‘9T uQ
uley Jayjoue
aAeb 3si.um Aw punode Jjnd ay]| ‘pajeanbs
|39 *SJ4933ND By} UO pJey paues| zaul
‘wJde Aw ueyy 4abuo| pjoy
PINOM 3BY3 >D0| B puk 3w} pey aH "0} paau

‘}Jodad vy "aJowAue AepAew e jopN “bHoj e
ul 3be pjnom 31 Moy J0J p1om AISAS 3soyd I
,JDAQ "9UDIS UO JUBWDDI04UD
Me| dAeY NOA |13un apisbuoje swod jou oq
*abJeq ay3 4Jo puels NoA 3sanbay ‘dw uo SaAd
sey 3ybi| e yum uosuad sauQ "ydes joods ayj jo
Jje ‘opis Jod ‘abueq ayj uo we 1 ‘bujuopueqe
jou we [ "jealg "Yv1S INNCL ‘AVEHLION.

‘pJoyje pinod 1 Jabuep yosiym asoyd pue ‘| |d
J1ano Bulsaoy quiny) ‘playpuey ayy pasied I
ul|q 3,uplp dwejpeay ayL

*934) sw j06 zoug a1043q abueq ay3 piemo)
oeq buims 3ybiw H6n3 ay3 ‘Jua|ls usm I JI

aw Aing

PINod jeyy sal| yum 60| ayy pay 1 Ing—Aeme
pajind paAels 6n3 ayy ‘bBultomsue 1day T JI

buiand ‘Aeme paysnd ays uay] ‘puodas e jjey
10J 43 AW JO [|9YS By3 pawiem yiealq JoH
L PaUsS *931e9 *unJ am ‘snd jeys JI, Jes Aw
0] 9S0[2 Sem yjnow Jay |1jun ul paues| zaul
uabuyy e a1| ‘Apeais ‘a1ay 3is 1yb1| a3
391 3sn[ 8H "IN0YS 3,UpIp }BSpueY 123IN3S B3
UM uew ay] ‘aoej Aw 03 dn bupjoedy ‘uiebe
paaow |oods ay3 Jopun dwe|peay ayL

sudden, like someone had opened a door and
bodies were waiting in the hall.

Before I could answer, a new voice cut in
with the clean cadence of someone who'd
written memos about emergencies but had
never had bilge water in his boots.

“All stations, all stations, all stations. Port
Control. Break-break.”

Malloy. I'd heard him in hearings with a mic
and a smug little cough before he spoke. This
was the same man, only now he had a skiff
and a badge and a net.

“Port Control to all stations. Establishing a
temporary safety zone: Outer Pier, Range
Light A through Berth Seven. All nonessential
movements hold position. No alongside
operations. Maintain a listening watch. Only
authorized traffic transmit. Port Control
standing by on one-two. Out.”

He said Out like a gate closing.

My handheld scan chirped and landed on
12. The squelch opened just long enough for
the harbor to feel smaller.

Malloy again, lower now, not for the world,
for someone.

“Port Control to NORTHBAY. Roger your
mayday involvement. Do not render
assistance until Port Control assesses hazard
mitigation. Over.”

The words hit my teeth. Hazard mitigation.
Secure evidence. The harbor as a file cabinet.

The headlamp tilted a fraction. The man
with it was listening too.

Inez's mouth came close to my ear again.
“Containment.”

“Yeah.” My throat stuck. “He’s closing the
doors.”

My gaze slid past the spool rack. Beyond
the barge edge, the quay was a smear of
sodium light and wet concrete. The chain-link
gate that led toward the shore-side power
shed sat in darkness—until a pinprick of red
appeared at the keypad.

A magnetic lock clicked. Not loud. Final.

“Camera,” Inez breathed.

A dome camera on the pole near the gate
swiveled with a delayed, lazy compliance. The
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hugged to his chest like a shield. Dale Rook
could walk into a funeral and make you sign a
waiver.

He didn’t shout across the gap. He used a
working channel.

My handheld scan snagged him on 68 like a
hook.

“Port Control, this is Rook Salvage
Coordination. Roger containment. I can assist
with hazard mitigation and documentation.
Over.”

Smooth. Solutions with teeth.
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Malloy answered on 68 with the careful tone
of someone who'd practiced saying no in ways
that sounded like yes.

“Rook Salvage, Port Control. Roger. Stand
by for tasking. Over.”

“Wilco,” Rook said, and the word sounded
like a hand sliding toward your back.

He looked up at the barge. At me. Not at
Inez; not at the man with the headlamp. His
eyes pinned the radio in my hand like it had a
serial number he already knew.
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He raised the clipboard, not to show it, just
to make it visible. A lure.

Inez’'s fingers worked the cutters again. The
hinge squealed. My wrist screamed under the
pressure and then the cuff sprang open with a
wet snap that made my breath hitch.

Relief didn't come. Just new space to be
caught.

I flexed my hand. Blood returned in
needles. My grip was already compromised.
The handheld felt heavier.
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Inez didn't celebrate. She only shifted her
body between me and the headlamp, moving
like she was just another piece of wreckage.

“Power shed,” she mouthed. Her eyes
flicked to the conduit runs along the quay—
thick gray pipe bolted to swollen plywood
backing, the screws orange with rust. A
padlock on the utility box hung green and
furry.

She’d already mapped it. In her head,
everything was a circuit.

“Two minutes,” I said without turning.
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clipboard down on the concrete lip, angled
toward me like an offering. The paper on it
fluttered once in the wind off the water and
stuck again under the weight of a metal clip
dulled by scratches.

Malloy spoke at his shoulder, quiet, like a
notation in a report.

“Ms. Kestrel,” he said. Blunt. Old-guard.
“You will present identification and surrender
the transmitting device for evidentiary
preservation.”
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Evidentiary preservation. The same phrase
as before. It wasn’t about truth. It was about
custody.

"I didn’t transmit,” I said, and hated how
thin it sounded.

Malloy’s eyes didn’t blink. “Then you have
nothing to fear from a log.”

Fear wasn’t the word. It was leverage. If he
took my handheld, he took my one clean
edge—timestamps, audio, the ability to prove
who said what.
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Rook tapped the paper with a pen. The pen
was cheap, the clicker chewed.

“Cooperation statement,” he said.
“Voluntary relinquishment. Hazard mitigation.
You'll like the last clause.”

“Read it to me,” I said.

“Doesn’t work like that.”

Of course it didn't.

I moved to the barge edge, careful of the
algae-slick steel. My boots slipped a fraction.
Pain shot from my wrist up into my forearm. I
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compensated, weight shifting, and felt how
tired my legs already were.

The headlamp tracked me. The man stayed
behind, close enough that I could feel his heat
through my jacket when the wind dropped.

I leaned forward until the clipboard’s top
sheet came into focus.

Invoice number in the corner: RS-4471-HM.

Under it, a line item that wasn’t for boom or
absorbent pads.

“Tow dispatch: NB-12 / ‘CHALK-3""

300

¥0€

JuawAojdw3 "|eauajad DD4 Hodad Juspul

‘Aem Buo| ay3 31 op am,, ‘pies o0y ,40.
ooy e |

aul| ainjeubis ay3 JoA0 patanoy uad s,00y
.« Pldypuey

9y} J9pUAJINS *UOIIONIISU] ISET *|243S9) "SI\
1e3[d 03 d13e3S wo.y sa0b [suueyd e

Aem ay3 ‘yojou suo pauapiey IOA S,A0| B
"} Yono3 p|nod am JI—x20]| e dod Jo sedawed
pul|q 03 ABM Y "3J43Y3 SEM |0J3U0D) D433
SBM I9MOd *MOPEeYS 03ju| pue Jappe| paisnd

£0€

e uapun bupeaddesip ‘3inaJ1d 3ybi) abued
3y} pJemo3l 3 wody ued 3npuod ay] "a3eb ayy
Ag xoq Ajj1an ay3 p4emo} uiyd Jay pajl ays
"JusWOoW 3SIOM 3Y3 3B pajie) a1y
BuiylAiong juswow 3siom au3 e |iey 3ybiw 3
40 "PIoy ybiw 1 ‘31 03 o1ped ay3 paddid 1 41
‘uado Aemyjey »on3s aieb s,yooy
deus ay] ‘pieAue| y "31 uo ooy deus pajsnd
e Y3Im aul| paAedy jo diis e :wjed Aw ojul
Buiylswos pi|s ays "340jwod jou ‘sansibo
PINYD *moq|d Aw paysnuq puey s,zaul
. MON, "ples Aojle|y ,'921A9p By} sw pueH,

0¢

‘Buiuonisod sem
9H *Buiysnd j,usem aH *juswulejuo) ‘sa|bue
paso[d jeyy Aem e ul paAow 3y Ing ‘394 saw
320|q 3,UpIp dH ‘ddue)s siy payiys Aojjei
L domaaded
9ziubodal 1, "3el} Aels 03 9210A Aw padJoy I
‘uonsanb e joN "pies ay ') 9zIubodas NoA,
*p0O03}SJapuUN T JUSWIOW dY3 pajuem
9H uaded ayj jJou ‘2oej Aw paydiem 00y
*asodind uo wayjy paqwinyy
pey suoswos Ji se pabpnuws sybip s|ppiw ay3
+—L—E€ NDSW, :92UaJ3JaJ JdUlRIUO0D |el}ed

10€

*3,uUp|nod ynow
Aw 1eym op saAa Aw 6u3a| Uamo| pead I
"J1JJed} SSa4ISIp 03 Pa3dBUU0D
ud3q dARY JIABU PINOYS By} WISAS
e 4jo 3 pajuld p,ay 1| 4aded siy uo 3es 31
‘A v 9oe|d B
JON ‘sweu e joN 2oe(d 3s41) 3y3 ul }dud sies
Aw spew pey jey3 6e3 8331 ppo swes ayL
*AepAew papod ay3 ul palng asedyd wns3oayd
33 sem jeyL ‘€-MIVHD ‘pauaiybiy 3eolyy AW



review. Your brother gets folded into it. Slow.
Thorough.”

My skin went tight over my knuckles. My
injured wrist trembled once, and I hated it
more than pain.

If I handed the radio over, I kept my legs
free and my face out of the cameras—maybe.
But I lost the only record that hadn’t been
edited by people like Malloy.

If I bolted, I became the incident. They’d
have reason to grab me. To call it safety. To
call it procedure.
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I looked at the clipboard again, burned
CHALK-3 into my head, and made my choice
with my body, not my mouth.

I clicked the handheld’s lanyard loop onto
Inez’s frayed line, felt the snap hook bite and
stick, and stepped back from the barge edge
like T was complying—then turned and ran for
the narrow gap toward the gate, gambling my
wrist, the failing hook, and eight minutes of
borrowed time.

02:41
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My boots hit the rusted ladder and the
ladder answered with a flex that wasn't
supposed to be there. Each rung had a crust
of old paint and barnacle grit, slicked over
with mist and diesel sheen from the barge
below. The lanyard line slapped my ribs as I
climbed. The rusted snap hook on the end
kept half-opening, like it wanted to let the
handheld go.

Behind us, Malloy’s shout cut across the
dock, clipped like he was reading it off a card.

“Stop. Stop where you are.”
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Rook didn't raise his voice. He didn’t have
to. His tone carried farther because it
sounded like policy.

“Do not pursue onto energized
infrastructure,” he said. “"We do not create a
second incident. Captain Malloy—
containment. Documentation. Standing by for
compliance.”

Containment meant funneling. It meant
we'd get one lane, not ten.

Inez got ahead of me on the ladder, fast
and sure. She didn’t look down. She didn’t
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I got my fingers under the shed door edge.
Swollen plywood had warped into the frame;
the bottom dragged like it didn’t want to open
because it knew what was inside. My wrist
protested. I shifted to my other hand and
pulled. The door broke suction with a wet
pop.

Warm electrical hum and the smell of old
insulation hit my face. The inside warning
light over the panel flickered, dim as a dying
ember, like the shed couldn’t decide if it had

Inez slipped in first. I followed, shoulder
catching the jamb. The shed was too narrow
for two people and a conscience. A rusted
clipboard hook hung empty. A thin puddle lay
on the floor, reflecting our legs in a warped
way.

I clenched my flashlight between my teeth.
The metal tasted of old pennies. My mouth
went dry instantly.

She popped the panel cover with her
battered screwdriver. It wasn’t a proper

stained. It slid under the lip and pried, and
the cover came free with a screech of metal
on metal that made my teeth itch.

Inside, the breaker bank was labeled with
smeared black marker and laminated tags
that had curled at the edges. RANGE LIGHT—
FRONT. RANGE LIGHT—REAR. QUAY LIGHTS.
GATE MOTOR. RADAR REPEATER.

There was a fresh inspection tag zip-tied to
the harness bundle. Clean white plastic, no
algae stain, punched with a date.

Not the name—names lied. The loop of the
“G,” the straight angry line through the “t.” I'd
seen it on port authority logs when I still had
a desk and access that didn’t require theft.
The auditor’s initials were on the bottom line.
The person who asked too many questions
and filed too neatly.

My throat tightened around the flashlight. I
pulled it out, swallowed once, and my tongue
stuck to the roof of my mouth.

power. electrician’s tool—flat blade chewed, handle My eyes snagged on the signature.
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02:44

I listened, because listening was the only
advantage I still had that didn't require
permission.

On the public VHF, Channel 16 squelched
hard, then opened with Malloy’s voice, too
loud, too close, like he’d keyed up right
beside someone’s mic.

“Break-break. Break-break. All stations, all
stations, all stations—this is Harbor Control.
Range light malfunction reported. All inbound
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and outbound traffic hold position. Maintain
safe speed. Monitor one-six. Over.”

He wasn’t Harbor Control. He was wearing
the phrase like a borrowed coat.

A tug captain came back, all anger and
static.

“Harbor Control, this is Tug BARNACLE
TWO. Say again—range light out? We got a
tow on the wire and we're in the fairway.
Over.”

Malloy answered like he was stamping a
form.
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“Tug BARNACLE TWO, Harbor Control.
Roger. Hold position. Do not proceed in
channel until cleared. Over.”

Rook’s voice slipped in on another channel—
lower power, cleaner. Not etiquette. Not for
everyone. It wasn’t even speech at first. It
was a short burst, a clipped digital cadence
like a remote command tone. My scalp
tightened, the way it did when a frequency
sat wrong in my head.

Then a voice, controlled, close-mic, the
same distortion I'd heard on the coded
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mayday: a slight rasp at the top end, a
consistent clip on plosives, like the mic grille
was dented on one side.

“Spreader down,” the voice said. “Slew
port.”

My gut dropped. I knew that mic. I'd heard
it when my brother was supposed to be
nowhere near the water.

The handheld on my chest jerked as the
snap hook half-opened. The lanyard line slid
and bit my neck.
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pallets and the reefer unit that always leaked.
The reefer’s fan was silent now, dead with the
power cut. The air smelled like rot and old
fish blood without the usual electrical tang
covering it.

Behind us, Malloy shouted again, closer,
pissed now.

“Lights! Somebody get—"

He stopped. The blackout had taken his
vocabulary. There was no order for darkness
that worked.
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The snap hook finally gave a full click—half-
open, half-closed—and my handheld dropped
a few inches on the lanyard, swinging into my
ribs. The impact stole my breath. I grabbed
for it and my injured wrist buckled, fingers
grazing plastic instead of catching. The radio
swung again, hard.

“Dammit,” I said, and kept running because
stopping was worse.

02:46

A motor whine rose through the dark, high
and mechanical, not a boat engine. It started
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as a distant mosquito and became a throat
clearing. Steel on steel. Gears taking load.

I knew that sound. Every dock rat did.

Container crane.

It wasn’t supposed to be moving at this
hour. They parked it with the boom over the
water and the spreader locked up like a
sleeping animal. You needed a key, a lockout
tag, a checklist. Or you needed someone with
the right remote and the nerve.

The boom pivoted. I couldn’t see it at first.
I heard it: the slow swing, the cable tension,
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the groan of a structure waking. Then a
darker shape blotted out what little gray the
sky had.

“Naomi,” Inez said, and her voice went flat.
“Up.”

The spreader descended out of the dark, a
rectangle of steel and dangling twistlocks. It
came down toward the place we’d just
crossed, not searching, not hesitating. The
motion was too clean. Somebody was looking
at a screen. Somebody had our last known
position.
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Channel 12 hissed, working net busy with
shift-change calls and tug traffic. A forklift
clanged somewhere beyond the chain-link.
Sodium lights buzzed above the lot, one of
them strobing when the wind hit it just right.
At the far edge, the public quay was a darker
strip. Low water showed the mudline—slick,
black, suctioned.

High water at 06:22. I'd watched the tide
book enough times to know the harbor would
lie differently in forty minutes. Things moved
when the water lifted. Things slid free.
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My thumb hovered over the cracked PTT.

I didn’t go find Malloy. I didn’t ask quietly.
Quiet was a paperwork drawer. Quiet was
where evidence grew legs and walked away.

I keyed up.

“Break-break, break-break. All stations, all
stations, this is Harbor Station Kestrel on
one-two, working net. Stand by for safety
traffic. Over.”

The squelch tail cut out. There was a beat
where everyone decided whether to pretend
they hadn’t heard me.

338

“Harbor Station?” somebody said, skeptical.
“Say your authorization. Over.”

I didn't give it to them. I didn't have it.

“Break. This is safety-of-life related and
official action required. I am rebroadcasting a
recorded distress received at zero-five-three-
seven local on one-six. Stand by. Over.”

“Harbor Station Kestrel, this is—" another
voice started.

I cut them off, tight.

“Stand by. Over.”
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I held the handheld close and played the
excerpt into the mic from my phone speaker,
the cheap little grill buzzing as it pushed
sound out.

The audio was ugly. Clipped breaths. A man
trying to do DSC by memory and getting it
wrong, numbers swapped, format wrong, the
cadence off like someone reading a checklist
they didn’t respect. A fake MMSI rattled out
too clean. Then the mayday—no vessel name,
no call sign, just position words that didn’t pin
to anything. Cover-up language. “Taking on
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associated with the report. All stations stand
by for traffic. Over.”

I let myself breathe once. It tasted like
diesel and wet creosote from the pilings.

My advantage was gone in the same
second. My voice was on the net. My call sign
was out of my mouth where anyone could
pick it up and use it against me.

And I'd just painted a target on my own
frequency.

05:49
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I was out of the car before the net cleared.
My boots hit the lot’s cracked asphalt and slid
on a patch of slime someone had tracked
from the quay. I caught myself on a rust-
stained signpost. The metal was cold enough
to numb the palm through my glove.

The handheld was warm from use. The
taped battery shifted when I ran, clicking
against the case.

I cut toward the public quay, keeping my
shoulders tucked like that would make
cameras forget me. The security light buzzed
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overhead. The chain-link fence along the lot
had a spot where somebody had bent the
bottom up over time, steel wire frayed like
split rope. I ducked through, snagged my
jacket, tore a seam, and kept going.

Channel 12 lit up with voices.

“Port Captain, this is F/V Marnie, I got an
AIS jump on that tug—went from inner range
to three cables off the cannery in a minute.
Over.”

“This is Dock Boss Han, invoice on an
‘emergency tow’ came through at zero-five-
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one-five, number eight-one-seven-four-two,
but it ain’t on my list. Over.”

“Any station, Rook always brings paperwork
pre-signed,” a pilot boat said, too casual.
“Like it's ready before the job exists. Over.”

I reached the quay edge and stopped short.
The concrete was slick with algae where the
tide kissed it. The edge dropped to mud that
sucked at itself in slow bubbles. If I went
down there, I'd lose a boot and then time.
Time was the only currency in a harbor fight.
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The tug’s crew moved. A line got tossed,
not to tie up—just to test. A step toward
uncoiling. A glance to the yard. They were
measuring how much the Port Captain could
actually enforce.

Malloy came back, sharper.

“GRAY WREN, this is Port Captain. You are
under safety detention. Do not cast off. Port
Patrol is inbound to board. Acknowledge.
Over.”

A new voice slid in like it had been listening
with a pen ready.

“Port Captain, Dale Rook, Rook Maritime
Salvage. For clarity and safety, this operation
is under salvage exemption pursuant to—" He
didn’t rush. He never rushed. “—hazard
removal contract in effect. Any delay
increases risk to navigation and personnel. I
request we shift coordination to Channel one-
four. Over.”

There it was. Split the room. Pull the
serious talk off the working net. Give
witnesses a chance to drift away.

I keyed up before anyone could agree.

“Negative on channel change,” I said.
“Working net is appropriate for detention
orders affecting harbor traffic. Port Captain,
confirm detention order remains active on
one-two. Over.”

The net crackled. Someone muttered,

Malloy answered, and in his voice I heard
him counting the forms.

“Detention order remains active,” he said.
“All stations, maintain one-two. Port Patrol,
proceed inner range, hold GRAY WREN. Over.”

The clue hit me then, belated and
expensive. Under my own rebroadcast, under
the engine noise, there had been that one
syllable—half a name, half a breath. I knew it
the way you know a tool by the weight in

The reply didn’t come right away this time. “She’s got nerve,” not meant for broadcast your hand.
but caught anyway. Luca.
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The binocular hinge loosened with each
step. I kept squeezing it, pressure blooming
in my bruised fingers.

Malloy ran the net like he was writing it
down.

“GRAY WREN, state your position and
master. Over.”

Another delay. Then the too-clean reply
again.

“Port Captain, GRAY WREN is at inner
range, master standing by. Over.”
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I watched the tug’s wheelhouse through the
glasses. No one moved at the window. No
head turn. No hand to a mic.

“Port Captain,” I said, and my voice stayed
flat because panic would get ignored,
“transmission is not originating from
wheelhouse. Recommend verify by visual:
require bridge to key handheld on one-two
with open mic for five seconds. Over.”

It was a simple test. Cheap. Hard to fake
unless you were actually there.

Malloy didn’t answer right away. I pictured
him weighing whether it was worth the
argument.

Rook slid in before Malloy could.

“Port Captain, for safety, we discourage
open-mic practices near running machinery,”
Rook said. “We can supply radio logs and
training documentation. Over.”

Training. Drill. He was already trying to
launder the distress into a benign event that
lived in a binder.

Malloy came back with steel in his words.
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“Rook Maritime, you do not direct Port
Captain procedures. GRAY WREN will comply
with verification or be considered
noncompliant under ordinance twelve-point-
six. Over.”

He'd cited the right number. Institutional
navigation. He'd picked the one that let him
move now and sort forms later.

Port Patrol came alongside the tug, hull
paint scratched to bare metal at the rub rail.
The patrol officer grabbed a stanchion. His
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steadied. The camera on the corner pole tried
to swing toward the commotion, its housing
crusted with corrosion; it hesitated, then
tracked late, like a tired neck.

The Auditor was gone.

06:11

I turned and ran.

My boots slapped wet concrete. My bad grip
made the binoculars bounce against my ribs.
My breath came loud, gritty; sand caught in
my teeth when I inhaled too hard.
Somewhere close, wet neoprene squeaked—
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dockworker boots, maybe, or someone
moving fast in rain gear.

I cut between stacked pallets stamped with
old shipping codes. The wood was swollen,
nails rusted, edges splintered. A forklift lane
opened up, painted lines faded and broken. A
fork truck sat dead with its mast tilted, key
missing, seat torn. Inez could have made it
sing in ten seconds. I didn't have Inez.

Ahead, near a service gate, I saw them.

Two figures in hi-vis rain gear, hoods up,
guiding someone by the elbows. Not
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dragging. Not rough. Procedure. Like a safety
escort. Like they belonged.

The Auditor’s clipboard case was tucked
tight to their body.

“Hey!” I shouted, and my voice cracked on
the last consonant.

One hi-vis head turned just enough to
check me. No face. Just shadow under a
hood. Then the gate buzzer sounded—
electrical and slow. The magnetic lock lagged
in the damp, holding for a half-beat too long.
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Long enough to make it look normal. Long
enough to make it hard to call a kidnapping.

The binocular hinge chose that moment to
give up.

The barrels clacked apart, my hands
pinching skin. Pain flashed white. I stopped,
swore through my teeth, and shoved the
hinge back together with bruised fingers,
pressing hard until it aligned.

Those seconds cost me the van door.

A white service van, paint dulled by road
grit, sat just beyond the gate. The side door
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I stood in the service lane, handheld warm
in my palm, watching the access road empty
out. My mouth was still dry. My fingers shook,
not from fear I'd admit, but from the hinge
bite and the sprint.

I needed wheels. I needed a charging cable
before this taped battery died in my hand. I
needed to move before shift change at 06:20
flooded the quay with bodies and excuses.

I ran back toward my car, boots slipping
once on a smear of algae at the lot entrance.
The sodium light above my windshield
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buzzed, steady now, like nothing had
happened.

On my windshield, under the wiper, a paper
square waited.

Fresh. Damp at one corner, like it had been
placed with a gloved hand that didn’t care
about fingerprints.

I yanked it free and unfolded it with stiff
fingers.

Five words, written in block letters that
weren't Luca’s:

CHALK ON THE SALT. COUNT THREE.
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My stomach dropped so hard I tasted old
blood again.

That phrase was ours. A family signal from
when Luca and I were kids cutting through
back alleys behind the fish plant, when we
needed to know if the other had been there
and if it was safe.

Now it was on my windshield.

Now it belonged to someone else.

I looked up, scanning the lot, the fence line,
the strobing light that had stopped strobing.

My handheld hissed at my hip, hungry for a
channel.

Two roads, one minute.

Go blind after the van and hope I caught
the right turn—

Or walk this note into Malloy’s hands and
watch it become “evidence” in a file that could
disappear with a signature.

I held the paper so tight it creased, then
reached for the driver’s door handle, already
moving as Channel 12 crackled behind me.
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