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I picked it up. Cold punched through my palm. The edge had a
nick, a small bite taken out like it had hit stone once. I turned it
and saw the other side—two holes drilled for a chain, spaced like
hardware meant to hang on a hook.

Second look, the stamp pressure told the story. The letters
weren’t rolled on; they were struck, hard, with a die that matched
other municipal hardware I’d seen down by the quarantine sheds
years ago. The edge nick matched the kind you get when brass
tags bang against iron rings in a damp corridor. Quarantine tags.
Vault tags. Keys you wore, not kept in a drawer.

Someone with access had put it on my desk. Someone who
knew I’d know what it was.

My phone sat where I left it. The cord curled like a sleeping
snake. I could call Pryce and go official. I could take it to Maeve
and pull her into the blast. I could carry it down to vice and let
Sable’s people name their price.

I closed my fist around the token until the edge nick bit my
skin. I slid it into my pocket with the ledger page and didn’t turn
off the office light. Let it burn. Let it tell whoever was watching
that [ wasn’t ducking.

I took out my coat, checked the weight of the gun in the
pocket, and walked back to the door.

The token felt like a new invoice against my thigh, and it had a

due time I hadn’t chosen.
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I shut the door. The corridor outside went muffled, but not

gone. I counted: one window to the alley, painted shut; one inner
door to a records closet; one hall door with a chain; and the fire
escape sign that lied. I hated rooms with only one honest exit. My
head did the arithmetic on its own. It always did. Then it hit the
old remainder I never spoke out loud: I was tired of watching men
disappear and calling it work. I swallowed it like bad coffee and
kept my face blank.

Maeve put a manila folder on the desk between us. No
flourish. No story warm-up. She pushed it with two fingers as if
she didn’t want it to touch her longer than needed.

“Eli Draffen missed an audit meeting,” she said. “Yesterday at
three. He doesn’t miss. Not when I tell him it’s on the books.”

“Cartographer,” I said.

“He draws harbor charts for whoever pays legal,” she said, and
the way she said legal sounded like a dock pass with a forged
stamp. “He’s also been fixing our route maps. Shift changes. Tug
assignments. Things that keep men from getting crushed.”

“Missing since when?”

Maeve tapped the ledger with her pencil. Tap. Tap. Tap. “He
signed out at Pier 9’s cold-storage office at nine-ten. He was due
here at eleven for a check-in. Due back at Pier 9 at one for another
set of records. Due to meet me at three.” Tap. “He didn’t make any
ofit.”

“You already called the cops?” I asked.

“I don’t call Lt. Sable for missing men,” she said. “I call him

when I want a missing man to stay missing and a file to go dead.”
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A truck downshifted nearby. The whole awning shivered.

Maeve leaned close enough that I could smell the ink on her
fingers and the starch in her collar.

“If Sable sees that page,” she said, “he doesn’t come for you.
He comes for my office. He comes for the men whose dues I
count. He comes with warrants and clubs and a smile.”

“I won’t show it to him,” I said.

“You can’t control who finds it when you’re face down,” she
said. She reached up and straightened the knot of my tie without
asking. It was a small assist, the kind that looked like care and felt
like a warning. “Keep it if you have to. But don’t bring it near
me.”

“You’re already near it,” I said.

Her eyes flicked to my breast pocket, then away. “Then don’t
make me your hiding place.”

She turned and walked off into the flow of workers, her
shoulders squared, her pace matching the shift change like she
belonged to it. She didn’t look back. She never did when she was
counting risk.

I stood under the awning and counted anyway. Exits.
Witnesses. The distance to the nearest payphone. The weight of
paper in my pocket.

It costs friends, favors, nights—then it comes due when you’re
tired.

I went back to my office because it was the only place I could
check without asking permission. The hallway up to it smelled
wrong. Machine oil, sharp and new. Brass, clean enough to taste.

Somebody had been busy.
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been leaning on a board or table, not sketching in his lap. The
corner had a margin tick mark and a partial grid number—half a
“7” and the tail of a “3,” printed with plate pressure you could feel
with a thumbnail.

I ran my thumb across the printed line. It raised, faint. Intaglio
or a heavy plate press. Official-style. Harbor commission stock
didn’t come off a storefront mimeograph.

“Not a pocket map,” I said.

Maeve’s mouth moved once, a half nod. “Eli doesn’t carry full
sheets on the street. They stay in tubes.”

I set the chart down and picked up the pay envelope. The
paper was softer, cheaper, and had fold memory like a man who’d
been stopped and searched. The flap crease was sharp from being
reopened. The glue line had been wet at least once; you could see
the shine where someone resealed it in a hurry.

My fingers found thumb smears at the corner where a clerk
would pinch it. Ink had rubbed there too, a faint purple—cashier
stamp, the kind that transfers when it’s fresh and you press too
hard. Someone had handled it right after stamping. The envelope
was swollen with paper inside.

I slid a finger in and drew out the contents: betting slips, three
of them, folded twice. Cheap stock, porous. The ink bled at the
edges, a little feathering that comes from a fast stamp on damp
fingers. One slip had a cut corner—a clipped triangle at the top
right. Not damage. A mark.

Maeve leaned in and didn’t reach for them. She didn’t need to.
Her eyes tracked the lines like she was reading a freight bill at a

glance.
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She pulled a thin sheaf of paper from her bag and didn’t offer

it right away. The top page was a copy, carbon faint, corners
squared too carefully. She’d done it herself. She always did.

“This is what you said you needed,” she said. “A clean copy.
Names. Payments. Dates.”

“Keep your clean,” I said. “I need the dirty.”

Her jaw worked once. She didn’t look away. “You don’t need
the page that gets men killed.”

“Men are already getting killed,” I said. I took the sheaf
anyway and flipped to the page she didn’t want me to touch. It
was there. The ink was the wrong shade for the rest—green-black
instead of flat black, as if the pen had been filled from a different
bottle. One line had a blot where somebody had pressed too hard
on a name and the ink had pooled like a bruise.

LT. O. SABLE sat on the line like a crate label nobody could
deny. The blot ate the last letter. A thumbprint smudge crossed the
margin, half a loop of whorl, the kind you could dust and match if
you had the patience and the file cabinet.

Maeve saw my eyes stop there. “Burn it,” she said. “You can’t
protect anyone with that in your pocket. You can only paint a
target.”

“I can protect them by making the target move,” I said.

“You make it move onto my people,” she snapped. Her hand
went to the bag strap. Not for a gun. For balance. “You show that
to the wrong man and every clerk in my office pays for your
pride.”

I took out my small camera. It was heavy and scuffed, lens cap

tied on with twine. My fingers had a split across the knuckle that
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“Who had access?” I asked.

Her pencil stopped. Her shoulders stayed square. “People who
work.”

“That’s an answer that keeps you clean and gets me killed,” I
said.

Maeve looked at the ledger like it was a shield. “I’'m not
handing you names so Varrin can buy them off your coat pocket.”

There it was. Leo Varrin, said like an account payable you
don’t want posted. Maeve’s face didn’t change, but her left hand
slid under the ledger and pressed it down as if it might float away.

“You know he’s involved,” I said.

“I know his money is,” she said. “His money is everywhere.
Like carbon paper. It stains what it touches.”

I let that sit. I didn’t ask where she’d heard it. I didn’t ask what
she’d seen. Questions were cheap; answers cost.

I picked up the chart corner again and lined it against the
envelope, edge to edge, as if I could make a new map out of
scraps. The grid marking told me standard harbor chart sizing. The
tick was too precise for a casual copy. The salt stain said
waterfront contact. The straightedge indentation said drafting table
or office board.

“Eli was working when this tore,” I said. “Not running. Not
rolling it up. Someone took a full sheet and ripped the corner to
break a match. Like tearing a dock pass stub.”

Maeve’s eyes flicked to the closet door. “He wouldn’t
surrender a chart.”

“Maybe he did when he saw the alternative,” I said.
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Seizure notices went up on Pier Nine like new skin. White

paper. Red border. Staples sunk crooked into wet timber. A clerk’s
hand had stamped each one with the same heavy seal, the
impression deep enough to read by touch. The air smelled of
diesel and fresh paste.

A pair of men in plain coats walked the gate line and pointed.
Dock passes came off belts. Lunch pails hit planks with dull
knocks. One longshoreman held up his hands, palms out, as if
he’d been caught stealing time instead of cargo. A Treasury agent
slid a tag onto the gate chain and cinched it tight. The tag had a
serial number punched clean through thin aluminum.

Across the yard, the tug radio squawked from a wheelhouse
window left open a crack. Call signs rolled out between bursts of
static.

“Marlin Two—stand by. Herring Six—hold your line. Cutter
Three—cut engines and wait.”

A horn answered from out on the water, short and mad. Men
got pulled down off a deck ladder by their collars. Their boots left
dark streaks on the paint. One of them tried to talk fast; his mouth
ran, his eyes didn’t. An agent held up a bundle of cargo tags like
prayer cards. The tags were stiff brown stock, each with a hole
torn oval from being yanked off wire too quick. A grease pencil
mark ran across three of them, the same slanted hand, the same
hurried loop.

Two blocks inland, a gym door wore a padlock the size of a
fist. It wasn’t a gym lock. It was a government lock—square
shoulders, clean teeth, a new steel bite. A paper seal wrapped the

hasp, stamped and signed. Someone had tried to peel it once; the
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“Then you don’t answer,” she said. “He charges interest.”

I unhooked the chain and opened the door. The corridor
smelled like damp coats and ink. I checked the stairwell, then the
far end, then the window that didn’t open. Three exits, two
useless, one honest.

I chose paper over bruises. Pier 9 would have logs, tags, and
signatures. If Eli had gone missing on a schedule, the schedule
would be written somewhere, and written things leave scars you
can measure.

I took the stairs two at a time, careful with my knee on the
turn. Outside, the street noise hit like a slammed drawer. I headed
for the waterfront, where cold storage kept its own books and the
harbor kept its own time. The tide wouldn’t wait for my questions.
Neither would the men who tore maps for a living.

Pier 9 sat low and heavy on pilings, a working brick box with
frost on its teeth. Diesel seeped out of the dock edge in thin black
tears, and the planks took it up like a stain you could feel through
your soles. I kept my hand off the rail. The rope along the cleats
was wet and hairy, and the salt on it had teeth.

The freight door had a wheel handle and an attitude. I put my
shoulder in, felt it give a half inch, then stop like it had decided
my time was worth less than its hinges. My knee complained on
the shove. I ignored it and used both hands, palms flat. The door
broke its seal with a wet pop and a draft of cold that bit the inside
of my nose.

Inside, the air changed the rules. It smelled like brine, old

paper, and the bleach they use when a man doesn’t come back
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He pulled a statement form from his case. Federal header.
Carbon copy. A pen that clicked like a typewriter key. He set it on
the loading bay lip beside my damp newspaper.

Maeve leaned in, voice low. “Jeff. If your name goes on that,
Sable will hunt you with paperwork. And Varrin will hunt you
with men.”

“My name’s already on their list,” I said. I wiped my cuff
again, like I could scrub off what I’d done. The stain stayed.

Pryce held the pen out. “Sign, and you get protection. Or
don’t, and I take what you brought and you walk away.”

Maeve’s eyes met mine. Cooperation had brought us here.
Friction sat between us, sharp and thin as a razor blade tucked in a
wallet.

“If you leave it to me,” she said, “I can keep my people safe. I
can keep the ledger out of the wrong hands.”

“And I can keep you alive when the wrong hands get
impatient,” I said.

Pryce’s pen didn’t move. The street behind him began to fill
with early shift boots. Men with lunch pails. A foreman’s whistle
in the distance. Time stacking up like crates.

I took the pen. My fingers were slick from damp paper and
blood. I steadied my hand against the loading bay edge.

“I’ll sign,” I said. “On one condition.”

Pryce’s eyes stayed blank. “State it.”

“The ledger copy stays out of local police hands,” I said. “No
Sable. No vice. You want names, you get them from Treasury. You

protect the people those names belong to.”
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The clerk’s mouth tightened at the word payroll. That hit

closer to his ribs than syndicates did. He tapped the card with his
pencil, as if testing whether it would smear. “We don’t do
payroll.”

“You do tags,” I said. “Tags lead to men. Men lead to pay.” |
leaned in a fraction. “Eli Rusk. If he signed for a locker, I need the
number before your crew walks through and starts lying for each
other.”

At the name, his pencil paused in midair. That pause was a
confession with no sound. He looked past me, toward the dock,
then back. His thumb rubbed at a smudge on the desk until it was
clean.

“Rusk,” he said, like tasting a bad batch. “That’s not... that’s
not my section.”

“It is today,” I said.

He opened a ledger with hands that had done it too many
times. The cover was cracked at the spine. The pages were thick,
cheap, and furred at the edges from damp. Carbon sheets were
interleaved, black and glossy, leaving fingerprints like guilt.

He flipped to the week and held it angled away. I shifted my
stance so the yellow light caught the paper anyway. The pencil
lines sat on the page with light pressure except in one spot where
the carbon had bitten hard enough to emboss. Someone had signed
angry there. Someone had pushed.

“Turn it,” I said.

He didn’t. I reached under the desk and slid the ledger toward
me two inches. He stiffened but didn’t stop me. He watched the

doorway, not my hands.

11
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manifests. The tags show a shift swap. Names are in my ledger.
Paid twice, then squeezed.”

Pryce’s jaw worked once. “Squeezed how.”

Maeve’s eyes stayed flat. “Payroll holds. ‘Missing hours.’
‘Lost tags.” A man’s kid needs shoes. He signs what you put in
front of him.”

I took the next line, because I knew the water side better than
the desk side. “Tugs move it under fog and diesel. Call signs on
the schedule match tug horns we heard. They don’t run contraband
in open tide. They use the low slack, when the harbor patrol
changes watch. They’ll try it again before first delivery hits the
print shop.”

Pryce looked from the plate to the chart fragments.
“Counterfeit press,” he said, like he was reading a label. “You’re
telling me they plan to launder a federal cache through a bond
press.”

“They’ll make the city pay twice,” Maeve said. “Once with
fear. Once with paper.”

Pryce’s gaze slid to my face. “Your name.”

“Jeff Meridian.”

Pryce’s tone didn’t change. “Mr. Meridian, you’re in
possession of federal evidence connected to counterfeit securities
and stolen government instruments. That brings warrants. That
brings jurisdiction. It also brings questions you won’t enjoy from
Lieutenant Sable.”

Maeve’s fingers tightened on the ledger spine. “Sable doesn’t
touch this,” she said.

Pryce’s eyes narrowed a fraction. “That’s not your call.”

108

A shape moved in the entryway behind me. A dock guard in a

pea coat, cap low, baton on his belt. He stepped in and let the cold
roll off him like he belonged to it. His face was one 1’d seen under
different light. Years back. Another pier. Another job I quit
without notice.

“Meridian,” he said. He said it like a tally mark. “Thought you
went inland.”

“Harbor keeps receipts,” I said. “Some of us don’t get to tear
them up.”

His eyes went to the union card on the desk. Then to the
ledger. Then to the clerk, who sat still as a stamped envelope.
“You on the sheet?”” the guard asked.

“Not your sheet,” I said. I reached for the greasy dock pass
and slid it toward him. “You want a signature, I’ll give you one.
You want to stop me, you’ll need a reason that fits on paper.”

He picked up the pass, pinched it at the corner like it was
contaminated. The stamp offset was visible now, a hair to the right
of the printed seal. A rushed stamp. A lazy clerk. Or a borrowed
stamp pressed in a hurry.

The guard sniffed, not at the paper. At me. He looked at my
hands. “You’re limping.”

“Door stuck,” I said.

His mouth made a line. “Inventory pull,” he said to the clerk.
“Keep him up front.”

I looked at the clock. Eight-thirty-four. Six minutes before
bodies and noise. I counted exits. Freight door behind. Stair down.
A narrow hallway to the right with a wire-mesh gate and a

padlock. One honest path, two traps.

13
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“Cover,” I said. I folded the paper under my arm, hiding the

oilcloth bundle. “And a reason to be running.”

She slowed us to a walk. Not calm. Controlled. She picked the
corner like she was placing a bid. The meet spot wasn’t a
doorway. It was a dead slice of sidewalk between a phone booth
and a loading bay with a freight elevator cage. Anyone coming
had to step into the open to see us. Anyone watching had to pick
which way to look.

A man stood by the phone booth like he’d been born beside it.
Gray suit, plain hat, shoes with no dock scuffs. His hands were
empty. That’s how you tell a man who carries authority. He
doesn’t need to show you weight.

He checked his watch, then looked at Maeve, then at me. His
eyes didn’t land; they filed.

“Miss Kline,” he said.

Maeve didn’t offer her hand. “Inspector Pryce. Treasury.”

He nodded once. “Halden Pryce. Federal investigator. You’re

late.”
Maeve lifted her ledger a half inch. “I had to walk around local
Pryce’s attention flicked to my cuffs, my wet boots, the
newspaper under my arm. He didn’t ask about the water. He didn’t
ask about the blood. He didn’t waste time on a story he could get
later from a lab.

“What do you have?” he said.

I pulled the oilcloth bundle out from under the newspaper and

set it on the loading bay lip. My palm stuck to the wrap for a
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Someone who handled rope for a living had retied it. The tag also
carried a faint round ink stamp, purple, half off the edge, like it
had been hit by a stamp head that didn’t meet flush. You could see
the bottom curve of letters: ...OLD STOR...

Cold storage stamp. Offset. Like the dock pass.

I pulled the tag off the nail and palmed it. The metal left a cold
print in my skin.

Locker 18’s tag was blank. Not missing—blank. New tag, new
twine, square knot, no dents. Somebody had swapped a name out
and left a clean mouth where a truth used to be.

I crouched and ran my hand along the seam of Locker 17. The
paint was chipped where hands always went. The hasp had a new
file mark across it, shallow and straight. Tool scar, not wear.
Someone had tested it, not opened it.

I heard a sound up the aisle. Footsteps. Two sets. Rubber soles,
not boots. Crew, not guard. Shift change. The air carried their
damp wool and cigarette ash.

I could back out with the tag and the ledger detail and live to
ask Maeve what Harmon meant. Or I could open the locker line
and see what Eli hid in a place built to keep rot slow.

I chose the locker.

I slid my pick into the cheap padlock on 17, wrist tight to keep
the metal click small. The cold made the lock sluggish. I turned,
felt pins give with a gritty reluctance. The shackle sprang with a
soft tick. I caught it before it could swing.

The door stuck. Paint and ice at the seam. I pulled, slow, and it
gave an inch, then two. Cold air spilled out like a held breath.

Inside, the locker was half full of canvas sacks and butcher paper
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At the third landing, a loose tread shifted under me. It popped
and dropped a half inch. I caught myself on the rail. The shock ran
up my arm and into my teeth. The damp in my palms made the
paper in my pocket soften, stick, and start to tear at the fold.

“Keep going,” she said. No pity. A command with a clerk’s
spine.

I spat red into the stairwell corner and tasted rust in it. “I’'m
going.”

We hit the top door. It was a service hatch with a wheel latch
like a ship’s scuttle. Somebody had overpainted it twice and never
bothered to sand. I grabbed the wheel. My hands slipped on old
enamel and fresh sweat. I tightened, then tightened again, and the
wheel moved with a jerk that made my knuckles sing.

Maeve reached past me and slid something into the latch gap.
A thin strip of card stock. Punched corner. Union dispatch card.
The edge flexed, then held. She used it like a shim, gentle as a
bookkeeper easing a page out of a ledger.

“Where’d you learn that?” I asked.

“Payroll,” she said. “Men hide cash in worse places.”

The latch gave. The hatch lifted, and daylight punched in hard
and flat. Street noise flooded the stairwell—tires on cobble, a
delivery truck’s gears, a shout that had nothing to do with us. The
air outside tasted like hot dust and yesterday’s onions from a cart.

We came up in an alley behind a fish wholesaler. The touch of
sun on my wet cuffs made them go cold again. My boots left dark
stamps on the pavement. Maeve took two steps, then paused at the

mouth of the alley.
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Voices turned into words at the aisle mouth. “D’s got to be

counted before the bell,” one said.

I had three choices and six minutes. Hide behind beef and
keep hunting the vent gaps for more paper. Confront the crew and
buy control with a lie. Or retreat now with the tag and the sheet
and let somebody else close the door behind me.

I listened to the soles. They were almost at D.

I eased the locker open the rest of the way and stepped inside
the aisle shadow, deeper than a man should go with witnesses
walking in. My hand stayed on the cold brass tag in my pocket
like it was a key I hadn’t earned yet.

The locker row ran tight between hanging sides. The aisle
lantern threw a thin stripe of light, and the rest stayed black as
dock water. My shoes stuck to concrete with a tacky pull. Diesel
and cold fat cut the air and sat in my throat.

Eli’s brass claim tag burned my palm through my coat pocket.
D. Same letter the voice had called out. I counted lockers by
touch, knuckles on steel, one-two-three, until the tag’s notch
matched a dented latch.

Locker D-14. The door sat shut, but it didn’t sit right. The
hinge pins were clean-bright where the rest wore rust. Somebody
had pulled them and set them back with care. I put two fingers
under the lip and tugged.

The door opened with a wet sigh.

Eli Draffen was inside with the meat.

He wasn’t hanging. He wasn’t posed like a warning. He was
slumped on the floor plates, shoulder against the locker wall, chin

down like he’d sat to rest and never got back up. His hat lay on his
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iron and tile and water without making a mess that would reach

his own legs.

Maeve’s hand gripped my sleeve. Hard. Friction in her eyes.
“You want to stand here and watch them soak,” she said. “They’re
not worth it. We have what we need.”

What we need. Paper. Tags. A schedule. A stamp that didn’t
belong. A door that could testify without talking.

I looked at the wheel. Looked at the wedge. Looked at Sable’s
wet badge and Varrin’s dry manners. The old part of me, the
dockside part, wanted to spin the wheel another notch and let the
building finish the argument. It would be clean. It would be final.
It would be a body count you can’t invoice back.

My hand tightened on the spoke. My split knuckles opened
again and made the grease slick with blood.

One line of truth slipped through my teeth before I could cage
it. “I’'m tired of sinking men,” I said, and hated how it sounded
like a confession.

I let go.

I yanked the wedge out just enough to free the wheel, not
enough to gift them speed. Then I shoved it back in at a worse
angle, cocked, so the first hard turn would splinter wood and jam
iron. A delayed break. A mechanic’s curse.

Sable saw it and shouted, but the sump pump ate his words
and spat them back as noise.

“Move,” I told Maeve.

She didn’t wait for a second order. She went for the corridor
turn, schedule in her pocket, metal seal in her fist. Her steps were

quick and careful on the slick tile.
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Q-17.

Not a letter. A code. The Q sat hard and square, like a punch
set. The 1 and 7 were slightly off level, hand-set dies. Somebody
wanted it to look official and didn’t have the jig.

I slid the token into my coat lining seam and pressed it flat
with my palm until it sat quiet.

Eli’s left hand lay open on his thigh. Under it, caught between
his sleeve and the hat brim, was a strip of paper no wider than my
thumb. Chart margin. The edge had the machine cut—smooth, no
tearing. I lifted it by the comner. It was damp on the underside
where it had kissed his skin.

Tiny print ran along it: tide times in neat columns. The ink was
blue-black, pressed, with a bite you could feel when you ran a nail
over it. Along the bottom someone had written in pencil: Q-17,
and beside it a dock code in shorthand I’d seen on harbor boards.
The pencil line was thin and hard. 2H, maybe 3H. A hard lead. It
hadn’t smudged in the damp until Eli’s sleeve had dragged it; the
smear ran left to right, meaning it had been written, then rubbed
by a cuff moving inward. He’d checked it, pocketed it, then
clutched it when the room turned on him.

I didn’t have my camera out. Too loud, too bright. I slid my
matchbook from my pocket, peeled back the cover, and laid the
strip inside, folding the cardboard tight so it wouldn’t curl. The
matchbook still smelled like sulfur and cheap tobacco. It mixed
with ink and made a new kind of problem.

There was more paper in the locker, wedged behind Eli’s
shoulder like somebody had tried to hide it in the dead. I pinched

the corner and eased it out.
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Sable jammed his fingers into the crack and tried to pull. His

wet skin squealed on tile grout. He grunted. “Open it!”

I bent and grabbed the broken ladder rung I’d hauled up
without thinking—wooden, split at one end, nails bent like teeth.
It had ridden in my hand like a bad habit. Now it had a purpose.

I shoved the rung into the wheel spokes and braced the other
end against the tile wall. Wood on iron. Wood on tile. A wedge,
crude and perfect. The wheel couldn’t spin without chewing the
rung. The rung couldn’t pop without the wheel giving it room. It
was a choke point made out of scrap and stubbornness.

Maeve’s eyes went wide, then narrowed. “You’re not locking
it,” she said.

“I’m billing them for time,” I said.

Down below, water noise surged. It found the corridor behind
the door and made it speak. A slap. A rush. The pump cycled
again, but it sounded tired now, like it was losing arguments.

Sable shoved harder. The door flexed a hair and stopped. He
looked at the rung, then at me, then at Maeve, and I saw his choice
forming: gun, badge, brute force. None of them opened a pressure
door fast.

Varrin stepped closer and kept his hands visible, palms out a
fraction like a man in a bank. “Mr. Meridian,” he said, and the tug
horn took the middle of his sentence. He waited it out. Then: “You
don’t want to drown officers of the law.”

“Law’s behind you,” I said. “It’s wet.”

Maeve moved without asking. She slid along the wall toward
the hatch, eyes scanning tile seams and vent grates. Her fingers

dipped and came up with something from the floor—a small metal
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Method, too. That smooth twine, that clean hinge pin—
somebody had swapped access like it was cargo. Duplicated claim
checks. Locker opened, body placed, door closed, hinge set back
with fresh pins so the latch sat true. It read like a man crawled in
to sleep off rye. It was a ledger entry with meat around it.

Footsteps hit the aisle, faster now. Rubber soles. A man in
work boots wouldn’t hurry that silent on wet concrete.

“Police,” a voice called, too calm for the smell in here.
“Nobody leaves this row.”

Lt. Orin Sable arrived like a bill you didn’t remember making.

He filled the aisle mouth in a dark coat that didn’t belong in
cold storage. His hat brim was dry. His eyes took in the hanging
sides, the open locker, me crouched at a dead man’s knees. He
didn’t step closer to Eli. He stepped closer to the doorway, body
angled to block it. Control first. Evidence later. If ever.

Behind him, a warehouse foreman hovered, cap in hand,
breath showing in small puffs. Sable didn’t look at him either.

“Lock it down,” Sable said, soft. “Chain the doors. I want a
list of every man on shift. Names, times, assignments.”

“Yes, Lieutenant,” the foreman said, and moved like he’d been
hit with a stamp.

Sable’s badge flashed once, fast as a knife. “Meridian,” he
said. Not a question. A file tab.

“Lieutenant,” I said. I kept my body between him and Eli’s
hands. My bare fingers stung from the cold. I slid the glove back
on slow so it looked like I was giving the dead man respect and

not covering prints.
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The pressure door was between us and them, but it wasn’t
shut. It was set open enough to breathe. Enough to move things
through. Enough to not look like a trap to a man who believed he
owned hallways.

“Back,” I told Maeve.

“Jeft—"

“Back,” I said again, and my voice came out like a hand on a
shoulder.

She moved. Not far. Just enough to keep her from being the
first target if Sable got stupid.

I grabbed the wheel. The grease made it turn too easy. That
confirmed my read. I spun it one hard quarter-turn and felt the
latch kiss the frame. Not seated. Not locked. Teasing the bite.

Sable lunged forward, boot soles sliding on tile. “Don’t you

Varrin didn’t lunge. He watched my hands. He watched the
wheel. His eyes tracked the spokes like they were numbers
changing.

“What did you do to my door?” I asked him. Short. Loud
enough to ride over the pump.

Varrin’s smile didn’t show teeth. “Improved maintenance,” he
said. “The city neglects its assets.”

That word again. Assets. He never said men. Never said
bodies. Just entries.

Sable shoved at the door edge with his shoulder. “Open it!”

Through the gap beyond the door, I saw their side of the
threshold. The corridor there dropped half a step into the chamber

entrance, a little lip where water had already started to sheet
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I nodded once, like I didn’t care. My left thumb pressed inside

my coat where the matchbook sat with the margin strip folded
tight. Cardboard. Paper. Quiet proof.

Sable flicked the sheet once, then handed it back to a uniform
behind him without turning. “Bag it. Mark it as recovered from
scene. Meridian, you’re staying.”

“On what,” I said, “a folding chair?”

Sable’s eyes tracked my mouth, not my hands. “Material
witness,” he said. “Unless you’d like to confess to tampering. You
get to choose.”

The room gave a low hum from the refrigeration unit. It
sounded like a sump pump failing.

I looked at Eli. I looked at Sable. I made the only choice that
kept my legs under me.

“All right,” T said. “You write your report. I’ll sit where you
can see me.”

Sable’s mouth tightened, satisfied without showing it. He
lifted a hand to the foreman. “Get me a table. Get me a pen. And
keep this aisle clear.”

I stepped back from the locker, slow, and let my shoulder
brush the steel. My coat shifted. The token stayed hidden. The
matchbook stayed flat.

Q-17 wasn’t a street. It was a timed door. Tide times weren’t
for reading; they were for arriving.

Sable turned his body a hair, keeping the exit in his control. I
watched the angle of his feet, the way his coat hung, and I counted

two routes out: one through his badge, one through the meat rail.
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paint still sat proud in the grooves like it hadn’t been scrubbed by
time. Worse, the wire wasn’t old iron. It was bright galvanized,
twisted tight with pliers. Modern. New to a door that had seen
quarantine years and war years and men who died without
paperwork.

I pinched the wire and rolled it. My split knuckles complained.
I used the tile edge like a blade and sawed the wire until it gave.
The tag came free warm in my hand, a little rectangle of proof. |
palmed it and let it disappear into my coat pocket like a bill I
planned to collect later.

Maeve’s head snapped toward the hatch. Water noise climbed
the ladder like footsteps. The pump down below coughed and then
ran in a hard cycle, louder, angry in its throat.

“They’re coming,” she said.

“I know.”

I pulled my coat open and took out the folded pages Maeve
had shoved into my pocket earlier. Tug schedule. Call signs.
Pencil notes smeared from wet fingers. The paper had been folded
hard enough to crack the fibers. Union letterhead at the top. I
didn’t have to read the whole thing. I had already read it with my
fingertips. Cheap stock. A watermark that took light in a certain
way when it was damp—factory mark from a mill that sold to
unions, not syndicates.

I shoved it at Maeve. “Take it.”

She caught it one-handed, eyes still on the hatch. She flipped
the edge up and let the vent light catch it. Her thumb rubbed the
watermark once, a clerk’s habit, and she nodded. One nod.

Inventory taken.
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I couldn’t tell at this distance—cut the green and red down to a

muted slit. Even her stern light had been hooded, so what should
have been a clean point was a dull coin.

Masked lights meant intent. Intent meant schedule.

My fingers went inside my coat. The brass token rode high
against my ribs, cold through the lining. It wasn’t heavy, not for
metal. It felt heavy anyway, the way a key feels heavy when you
don’t know what it opens. The edge of it bit my knuckle when I
pressed it, and the ridges on its face told me it was made to
register in a slot, not sit pretty in a pocket.

Q-17 wasn’t a street. It was a door with a time clock, and the
tide was the man turning the handle.

A small rectangle lay on the planks near my shoe, close
enough I could have stepped on it and claimed I never saw it.
Paper shouldn’t have been there. The pier was wet in streaks.
Most everything turned to pulp if it sat. This piece didn’t.

I crouched, keeping my weight over the balls of my feet. My
ribs had a bruise under the left side that complained when I
folded. I took the paper between two fingers, like I was lifting
evidence off a corpse, and I brought it up into the spill of a dock
lamp.

Dry on top. Damp underneath. It had kissed wet wood minutes
ago and hadn’t stayed long. The surface still held a clean tooth.
Under my thumb, the bottom layer had started to soften at the
edges, the fibers swelling.

Ink sat on it in a thick hand, the kind a bookie uses when he
wants to look casual and doesn’t have time for straight lines.

There was a smear at the end of the last word—fresh enough that a
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gone. Bonds, gone. Proof, gone. Leverage, maybe still there,

pressed under iron and water where only a diver or a liar could
reach.

My knuckles throbbed. My ribs held a hot line every time |
pulled. I tasted copper when I swallowed.

Maeve didn’t look down. “Don’t chase,” she said over her
shoulder. It wasn’t advice. It was a tally. “He wants you in the
corridor.”

I watched the corridor mouth anyway. I saw Varrin’s silhouette
turn and slip back into it, neat as a man leaving a meeting on time.
I saw Sable find his feet and grab the rail with both hands, hauling
himself toward the ladder with murder in his face and water
dripping off his badge.

I had a choice, and it was the kind that stayed on your hands.

I climbed. I let the water keep its paper. I kept my client.
Behind us, the chamber swallowed the drum, the marks, the
floating seals, and the last clean line of ink. Ahead, the ladder led
to a hatch and a corridor where men waited to turn survival into a
bill.

The hatch above the ladder fought like a rusted safe. I shoved
my shoulder into it and felt tile grit bite my coat. Maeve’s hand
flashed past my ear, found the latch, and snapped it up with two
hard clicks. The hatch swung and smacked the wall.

The service corridor was a white throat. Narrow. Tiled. Slick
in patches where boots had tracked water. The air stung of
chlorine and diesel, the kind that sits in your nose and won’t leave.
Somewhere in the guts of the building a sump pump churned, then

skipped, then caught again—Ilike a man trying to clear his lungs.
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their palms. Varrin could freeze their pay with a pencil. He could
buy a foreman with an invoice. This slip meant he was buying
attention the same way—turning the waterfront into a board and
putting my name on it.

I swallowed once, and my throat scratched like I’d inhaled
paper dust. One line of truth broke loose in my head, sharp enough
to cut.

If I’'m wrong, she pays for it.

I folded the bet slip along its existing crease, careful not to
smear the ink more than it already was. The pencil time stayed
visible at the edge. I slid it into my inside pocket behind the token,
paper against brass, like a bill tucked under a lock.

The tug gave one more muffled horn, short, like a signal that
wasn’t meant to travel. A shadow of a man moved on her stern,
quick and low. A coil of line dropped, then was hauled in. No
wasted motion. A crew that worked under orders.

Tide window. Quarantine door. Masked lights. And a fight line
that doubled as a deadline.

I stood and looked down the lane. Back toward Sable’s
doorway, 1 had my badge problem and my air problem. Out
toward the water, [ had my sinking problem. Somewhere between
was Maeve, with her ledger and her memory and her own lines
drawn tight.

I counted exits. One through the warechouse and Sable’s pen.
One down the pier after the tug, if I could find a skiff and a man
who didn’t ask questions. One along the shore, tailing from planks
and shadows, gambling the fog and diesel lanes wouldn’t swallow

her whole.
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was duller this time, wet. His mouth snapped shut on his own

tongue. His eyes went wide and blank with a quiet surprise.

He didn’t fall, not at first. His legs tried to keep working. Then
the water took his knees and he went down sideways, still holding
Maeve by the twine like he didn’t understand his job was over.

Maeve twisted hard, not away, into him. She yanked her bound
wrist under his grip and jammed her elbow into his throat with the
edge of her forearm. It was clerk work. Efficient.

“Twine,” she said, breath clipped. No thanks. A task.

My pocket blade was already open in my hand. The handle
was slick. I hooked the twine and sawed once. Fibers popped. The
knot was a dockman’s: half hitch, square, finished tight. It fought
for a second and then gave.

Maeve pulled her arm free and shook life back into her
fingers. Her skin was white where the twine had been. She didn’t
look at it. She looked at the waterline.

“Two inches a minute,” she said. She glanced up the ladder,
then at the vents near the ceiling where the roar made mist.
“Move.”

Varrin’s shoes scuffed behind us. He wasn’t running. He didn’t
have to. He’d always paid someone else to do the ugly work.

Sable surged closer through the water with his badge hand up
and his gun hand low. “Meridian! Evidence! Federal property!”

“Swim for it,” I said, and the words tasted like salt and metal.

He aimed anyway, more threat than shot in that tight crush.
His eyes flicked to the pipe rack where the satchel had vanished,
then back to my hands. He wanted me pinned between duty and

drowning.
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Nine. Ten minutes. He signed out early. Same day the
cartographer went quiet.”

I kept my hands off the paper for a breath. You learn that on
docks and in courts: you don’t grab a thing until you know how
much trouble it can smear.

“Eli Hart,” I said. “That’s your missing man.”

“My clerk,” she said. “My mistake.”

The sheet sat there like a loose tooth. I hooked it with two
fingers at the corner and lifted it slow, feeling the drag of the pulp.
Stock weight matched what I’d seen in her office before—thin
enough to fold, tough enough not to tear clean. Union bought in
bulk. Cheap, consistent.

I turned it and held it an inch from my nose. Old paper smell,
faint paste. No perfume, no cologne. The kind of page that lived in
a drawer with rubber stamps.

“What’s Red Banner doing in your ledger?” I asked.

“It’s not.” Maeve’s voice went flat. “That’s why you’re here.”

I set the page on my blotter and ran my thumb pad across the
cash line, light pressure, then harder. The ink didn’t lift. It wasn’t
fresh. It had dried and sunk into the fibers. But the groove under it
told on the hand. Different nib pressure. Whoever wrote “Red
Banner Athletic Club” leaned in like they meant to leave a dent,
not a record.

I tilted it under the lamp and watched the ruled lines. The
printed numbering on the margin sat straight. The handwritten
amounts floated a hair above the line on that one entry. Not much.

Enough.
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Varrin lifted his voice over the roar like he was calling a

number across a counter. “Mr. Meridian. Make your payment.”

The bonds in my fist shifted. The top certificate slid free and
plastered itself to my sleeve. The seal tack went gummy. The
paper stock told on itself when it got wet—cheap rag content,
swelling fast. A federal promise that couldn’t stand a flooded
room.

I did the arithmetic and didn’t like the total.

“Sorry,” I said to nobody. It came out like a receipt torn in
half.

I kicked the satchel with my heel, hard, low. It skated off the
drum’s rim and out into the black water. It bumped a pipe rack
with a hollow clang, then drifted under it, sucked by the current
toward the darkest corner. The bonds fanned and sank in slow
embarrassment, white turning gray, then gone.

Varrin’s polite face tightened one notch. Not anger. Loss.

The keywheel jerked under my left hand as pressure shifted in
the spindle. The dogs inside the door clicked again. That little
typewriter sound, one key closer to the end of the page.

I put my weight into the wheel and felt the index mark under
my thumb—one deep stamped line, filled with old paint. It
matched the logic on the charts: not a map, a clock. Turn to the
mark, hold, let the lock breathe. There was a second scar beside
the mark on the housing, a crescent gouge where somebody had
forced it before with the wrong tool.

I leaned in, planted my boots, and yanked.

The chamber fought back. Water wrapped my calves and
pulled. My right boot suctioned to the brick and held. My left slid
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Maeve leaned in, close enough that I caught the starch on her
collar. “Sable came by the hall,” she said. “Twice. Asking clerks
for clarifications. Wanting to see the books. Wanting names.”

The name landed like a wrench on a toe.

“If you show him that page,” she said, “he takes it. He calls it
procedure. He walks it out in a file. Then it’s gone and my men
are dead on paper before they’re dead in the water.”

I set the page down and smoothed it with the side of my hand,
like I could flatten the risk back into pulp. My inside pocket held
the bet slip and the brass token. My ribs still remembered the pier
planks from earlier, a bruise building interest.

“Why bring it to me here?” I asked.

“Because you don’t have a badge,” Maeve said. “And you
don’t pretend you do.”

I counted the room without meaning to. One door to the hall.
One window painted shut. One back closet big enough for a mop
and a man if you hated him. No good exits. That meant speed, not
safety.

“Red Banner,” I said. The words tasted like cheap rye and rope
tar. “That’s a gym line item masking payouts.”

Maeve’s finger slid down the page to the amount. “One-eighty.
That’s not groceries. That’s not rent. That’s a bet that went right.
Or a bet that went wrong and got bought.”

She watched me, waiting for me to ask for her list. I did
anyway. It was part of the arithmetic.

“Bring me the rest,” I said. “Every name tied to Red Banner.

Every advance tied to a dock pass. I can’t chase one entry blind.”
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water had reached the drum’s rim. It lapped at the wax bundles

and started to smear the oily fingerprints into long ghosts.

Maeve’s eyes cut to me, sharp and fast. “He’ll pull me back,”
she said, voice tight with the ladder digging her ribs. “He’ll use
me to make you drop it.”

“I’m counting,” I said, because it was all I had. Exits. Seconds.
Hands. One hand on the wheel. One hand on proof.

Varrin watched me like a man watching a scale settle.
“Mr. Meridian,” he called, mild as a reminder notice. “You can
keep your hand on your wheel. Or you can keep your client. You
do not have the leverage to keep both.”

The water hit my belt. Cold found the gap under my coat and
climbed my spine. My boots were anchors now. The roar from the
ruptured pipe filled the chamber and ate conversation at the edges.
The ladder, the corridor, the hatch beyond—one way out, and it
was narrowing every time a man shoved.

Maeve’s captor jerked her again, not to hurt her. To show me
he could.

I tightened my left hand on the keywheel until my knuckles
burned. My right hand closed on a wax-wrapped bundle, the paper
slicking under my fingers as the water climbed higher.

Maeve’s arm was pinned at the ladder. The man’s hand was
locked on her like a vise. Varrin stood back, clean as an invoice,
and waited for the payment.

I was half-turned in waist-deep water, one hand on the bonds
and one on the wheel, watching the flood rise and the crush
tighten, and the choice took the whole room and set it on my

shoulders.
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Maeve nodded once. “He pays out like it’s a payroll. He
smiles like he’s paying a dentist.”

I picked up the receipt and ran a thumbnail over the stamp.
Raised edge where the ink sat thick. Real enough. Not the kind of
fake Varrin’s press would waste time on. This was their storefront,
their mask, their little clean sign for dirty money.

Maeve’s eyes flicked to my inside pocket when I tucked both
papers away. She didn’t ask what else I carried. She knew better
than to ask questions you couldn’t afford the answer to.

B

“I can come,” she said. No plea. Just a tool offered. “I can
point out faces. I can tell you which cut-man always has too much
cash. I can tell you which clerk took a lunch they didn’t have.”

“No,” I said, sharper than I meant. I softened it with work talk.
“Red Banner’s a room full of men with hands trained to hurt. If
they see you, they don’t see a clerk. They see a ledger that talks.”

Maeve’s chin lifted a fraction. Friction, clean and hot. “And if
they see you?”

“They see a man they can hit,” I said. “That’s cheaper.”

She stared at me long enough to make it a bill. Then she
reached into her bag and came out with a pencil worn down to a
nub. She tore a corner off a spare sheet from the desk tray and
wrote in quick strokes.

H. LASKY

BACK ROOM DOOR—ALLEY SIDE

RING BELL CODE: TWO SHORT = FIX IN

She slid the scrap to me. Small assist, no apology.

“That bell,” she said, “is not for rounds. It’s for men who need
to be told when to fall.”
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Varrin kept his manners even as the water took them.

“Lieutenant,” he said, calm as a receipt, “your custody is a future
tense.”

Maeve’s shoes slid. She caught herself on the drum rim with
two fingers, then looked at me. Her hair stuck to her cheek, dark
with spray. “Jeff. Ladder. Now,” she said, the way a clerk says the
last call before a window closes.

I kept my left hand hard on the keywheel hub. The spokes
were cold brass under my palm, slick with mist. I held it half-
engaged, dogs biting but not seated. If I let it spin free, the
pressure door could slam when the corridor took a gulp. If I
locked it all the way, we’d all be sealed with the money and the
water and the men.

My right hand went to the open drum. The wax paper was
already taking damp along the folds. One bundle rode up as the
drum floated a fraction, bobbing against the rim. I pinned it with
my wrist. The wax had finger dents in it that didn’t belong to me.
Varrin’s inventory touch.

The spray from the ruptured pipe hit the valve bank and ran
down in sheets. In that spill, a clean patch of metal showed where
paint had chipped. Stamped deep into the valve body, letters and a
date you could read with your thumbnail: H.C. MAINT—Q.V.
1919—BAY 3.

Health Commission. Quarantine Vault. Nineteen-nineteen.

Not federal. Not Sable’s. Older than his badge, older than his
claim, older than the tidy story he’d sell upstairs.

If I lived, I could photograph that stamp. If I died, it would

rust in the dark and tell no one.
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I shook my head once. “Ferry clerks talk to cops. Cops talk to
Sable. Sable talks to Varrin. That’s a chain I don’t pull.”

Her eyes narrowed. “So you go to Red Banner blind.”

“I go to Red Banner on the clock,” I said. I reached past her
and opened the door into the hall. The hiring bell down front
clanged, a sound like iron on bone. “I can check a ferry log later. |
can’t check a back room after it gets cleaned.”

Maeve didn’t follow. She didn’t argue again. She stepped aside
and let me pass, then caught my sleeve with two fingers—no
warmth, all control.

“Jeft,” she said, low. “Don’t trade that page. Don’t trade my
men.”

I looked at her hand on my sleeve and then at the pencil callus
on her thumb. A clerk’s armor.

“I don’t trade what I can’t replace,” I said, and meant it in the
only currency I had left.

I moved down the hall, boots loud on old boards, papers tight
against my chest like a second skin. Outside, the dockside noise
rose—tug horns, shift whistles, a ring bell in my head tapping out
two short notes.

Red Banner Athletic Club was a name painted on a door.

And a door was a place to put your shoulder.

I took the stairs two at a time, chose the street that ran behind
the warehouses, and aimed for the alley side—where Lasky kept
his back room and the money changed hands before the first
punch landed.

Red Banner Athletic Club worked for its rent. The front room

held speed bags and a row of lockers with paint worn off the
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Maeve stared at the bonds and did arithmetic with her eyes.

Her pencil came up, then stopped. “You can buy men back,” she
said. “Paychecks. Mortgages. Hospital bills. You can cut his
ledger open.”

Sable stepped into the threshold, and the lantern light painted
his face in copper. He looked at the bonds like they were a case
file with his name on the tab. “This is federal,” he said. “This
belongs in my custody.”

“It belongs to whoever survives the water,” I said.

Behind me, boots shifted. Varrin’s toe-tapper took one step,
then two, stopping where his heel could shove.

The water in the antechamber reached my soles. Cold through
leather seams. It climbed with the calm of a bill coming due. The
pump churned faster and still lost.

I kept my left hand on the keywheel hub. It was the only thing
between us and a door that could slam shut under pressure if the
dogs decided to argue. My right hand hovered over the open drum,
over the wax-wrapped bundles, over proof that could hang Varrin
and Sable both.

If I grabbed a bundle, I’d have leverage in my coat and one
hand less on the mechanism.

If I kept the door true, I’d keep an exit and leave the bonds to
men who billed in fear.

The water touched the paint stripe and started to erase it.

I had to choose: take the weight in my arm, or take the weight
in my pocket.

The shot came from nowhere and from the only place it could.
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I let my eyes slide past him to the cashier window, then back.
“I’m looking for a cash-out. Name’s Eli. He withdrew on a date
that matters.”

The doorman’s chin moved a hair, like a signal to somebody
behind the wire.

Clean Cuffs didn’t blink. “We don’t do banking here.”

“You do,” I said. “You do it with chalk and paper and men
who can’t read their own name.”

He laughed the way a promoter laughs when a man misses
weight—Ioud so the room thinks it’s a joke. “You got the wrong
kind of club.”

I took one step closer, not crowding, just making him spend
air. Liniment stung my nose from the corner where a kid got his
shoulders rubbed down.

“Ledger says your house paid out last Thursday,” I said. “I’'m
not asking for your books. I’'m asking for one entry.”

His eyes went to my coat pocket. Not to the gun side. To the
paper side. That told me Maeve was right to worry.

He leaned in like we were sharing a tip. His voice dropped.
“You want to watch a bout? I can get you ringside. Good seat.
Close enough to hear the teeth click.”

“I didn’t come for the show.”

“You did,” he said, still soft, “if you want to leave with your
ribs in the same order.” His glance flicked down once, too fast for
a civilian. Somebody had already priced my limp.

I kept my face still and made my mind do math. “What’s your

name?”’
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A low, steady churn started somewhere under the floor, a
pump trying to keep a promise it couldn’t afford. The floor grates
in the corners darkened. First as sweat, then as shine.

Water seeped up in thin sheets. It carried the tang of the river
and old bleach. It licked the rust on the bolts and turned it into a
weak tea that ran in streaks.

Maeve’s shoe slid half an inch. She didn’t flinch. She just
planted again, like she was bracing against a shove in a union hall.

I watched the waterline creep. It reached the old paint stripe on
the floor and kissed it. That stripe wasn’t art. It was a memory.

“The chart window’s right,” I said.

Sable’s eyes narrowed. “What window?”

“The one you can drown in,” I said.

I turned the hub to the last notch. “Two.”

The hub locked hard at the end of travel. I leaned my shoulder
into it, ribs barking. A line of truth tried to come out—about how
many times I’d leaned my shoulder into a problem until it gave
and took something with it. I swallowed it and breathed through
my nose, slow, counting like I was back on the docks timing a
sling load.

The lock gave with a groan that ran through the bulkhead and
into my teeth. Not loud. Deep. Like a tugboat engine starting
under strain.

Then the dogs seated. Clack-clack-clack in a ring. The door
face shivered. The seam broke with a wet sigh.

Varrin stepped forward at once. His hand rose, not to touch,

but to claim the moment.
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I reached for a fourth slip with my eyes, looking for the odd

one out. Plenty of them—some written with a pencil that bit deep,
some in a cleaner ink that sat on top of the paper and dried crisp.

House writing, I thought. One hand filling in for three
“customers.” Planted money. Line control. A fix dressed up as a
crowd.

Rance watched me watch. “You like numbers?” he asked.

“I like knowing who holds them,” I said.

“You want the window,” he said, nodding toward the wire
mesh. “Or you want the ring? I can make either easy.”

Easy was a word men sold when they were out of truth.

I hooked a finger at the pinned slips. “I want to place a bet.”

Rance’s smile warmed back up, like he’d gotten his way.
“That’s the spirit.”

He guided me to the cashier window. The runner there was a
skinny kid with a cap pulled low, ink stain at the side of his thumb
rubbed half-clean. He kept his eyes down but not calm. His shoe
toe tapped once, twice, then stopped—signal timing, not nerves.

A fresh slip slid out under the mesh. I took it between finger
and thumb. House pad, same cheap fiber. I pulled my pencil and
wrote slow, making my hand look dumb on purpose.

The runner pushed his pen through the slot to fill the official
line, and I watched his grip. Short hold. Thumb high. Pressure
heavy enough to score the paper without tearing. He wrote the
odds and the stamp number in one practiced breath.

Ink spread the instant it hit. Same bloom. Same feathering.

I didn’t need a microscope. I had the proof warm in my hand.
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The indicator plate on the door had the same notch language

cut into its arc. One, two, one. Not decoration. Index.

My thumb slid along the chart’s margin and hit a spot with
drag. Grease. Not ink. Not seawater. A thumbprint smudged faint,
caught in the fibers. I tipped the paper toward the lantern. The
grease held a dull shine. Machine oil. Same kind that had pooled
in the corners of this room and stained the grit black.

“Same handler,” I muttered.

Maeve heard it. Her eyes flicked to Varrin, then to the man at
his left.

Varrin spoke soft, like he was reading off a bill. “We are
wasting tide.”

“Then stop talking,” I said.

I took the brass insert—my key that wasn’t a key—and seated
it into the hub. It didn’t drop clean. The hub had a burr on one
side, raised by a tool slipped in anger. I ran my fingertip over it
and felt the snag bite skin.

“Someone’s been in here,” Sable said.

“Someone’s failed in here,” I told him.

I pulled my handkerchief, folded it twice, and scrubbed grit
out of the hub. The cloth came away gray with sand and oil. 1
cleared the burr with the edge of my brass piece, gentle, like you
coax a stubborn pin back into line. The metal complained with a
thin squeal.

Maeve stood at my flank. She wasn’t watching the door. She
was watching shoes.

One of Varrin’s men—short, tight jaw, knuckles taped under

his sleeves like a fighter hiding work—set his heel and tapped his
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bell pulled the room tight again and everyone leaned forward, |
slid my knee out, shifted my weight, and made my choice.

I was going off my seat toward the wager window, into the
runner’s lane, while Rance Hobb watched the ring and thought
he’d bought me for a round.

The bell bought the room ten seconds of order. Men stood,
men sat, men yelled the same two names like prayer. Between
rounds, the air behind the ring turned into work. Towels swung.
Buckets slid. Vaseline came out. Blood got treated like a spill.

I moved when the stool went in.

I slipped out of my seat and let my shoulder take a brush from
a trainer carrying water. My ribs put a price on it. I paid and kept
my face slack, eyes busy on the lanes nobody watched. Past the
apron, a narrow service door sat under a faded banner, its bottom
edge dark from mops. It wasn’t a door for paying customers. It
was for hands, cash, and excuses.

A body blocked it. Another body replaced it. The rhythm was
the tell.

I got there on the bell’s echo and put two fingers on the knob.
Cold brass. The jamb had swelled from damp and beer breath. The
door didn’t want to be a door. I leaned with my hip like I was
making room for someone else, and it gave up a thumb-width with
a sticky suck.

Inside was a corridor no wider than a shipping crate’s short
side. The smell was sharp—liniment, sweat, and old rope. A ring
of light spilled from the cut station: a folding table, tin of grease,

roll of tape, stacks of gauze. The wall sweated where a pipe ran.
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I kept going. “And you don’t get my hands unless Maeve

Kline walks out. Right now. Alone.”

Maeve’s fingers dug into my sleeve. Not fear. Anger. “Don’t
trade me,” she hissed.

“I’m not,” I whispered. “I’m buying you.”

Varrin smiled with one corner of his mouth like a man
approving a calculation. “Reasonable,” he said. “Miss Kline is a
civilian. We aren’t here for her.”

Sable’s mouth didn’t move much. “She’s a witness.”

“She’s a target,” Maeve whispered. “Jeff, Sable’s paper is
fake. I saw that seal on a shipping release. Same shallow bite.”

My chest tightened, ribs complaining. One line of truth pushed
up behind my teeth. I kept it inside. The dock taught me what
happens when you say what you want.

Below us, the man with the dead worker’s dock pass tag
looked up and shifted his feet under the landing, measuring the
ladder. His hands flexed like he was ready to climb.

Sable lifted a pair of cuffs from his belt and let them hang
where I could see the steel glint. “Meridian. Down. Now.”

Varrin didn’t speak. He didn’t need to. He’d made the room a
choke point and hired the throat.

I looked at Maeve. I looked at the ladder. I looked at my fist
around the brass insert. One move, and either I’d be in cuffs
buying her seconds, or I’d be proving I could open a door that
would make them grab her the moment they believed me.

The tug horn sounded again, and the radio below spat a time
call through static—shift change, schedule tight as a noose.

I had to pick what to spend first: my freedom, or my only key.
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He pressed gauze to the brow, then tape. He didn’t look at the
crowd. He didn’t look at me. He looked at the cut like it owed him
rent.

I dug in my coat pocket and came up with a clean gauze roll
I’d lifted from my own kit before I left the office. White, sealed. 1
held it where he could see it without turning.

“Sal,” I said, low. “I need a name. Eli.”

His hands didn’t pause. He peeled tape with his teeth, laid it
down flat. “Eli who?”

“You know,” I said. “Cartographer. Came through here asking
after a runner.”

Sal’s eyes flicked once—quick, side to side—then back to the
cut. He didn’t answer. He made a decision to speak for someone
else, not to me.

He reached into the tin beside the Vaseline. His fingers came
out with one brass token and a strip of tape. The token sat between
index and thumb. He used its flat face to press the tape into the
skin hard, like a stamp. The brass kissed the tape and clicked
against the table when he set it down.

The second look came free with the sound. Not a coin. Too
thick. A stamped mark on one side—letters in a circle, shallow
from wear. The edge was chewed in one spot, and a clean notch
had been punched near the rim like a bite taken out on purpose.
Gate-check, not luck charm.

Sal’s voice stayed casual. Not for me. For the corridor.

“Brass tokens get you past private docks,” he said, like he was
giving advice to a kid with a swollen eye. “No token, you wait in
the fog.”
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I didn’t move, but the mesh under my boots ticked once as it

settled. Small sound. Enough.

Sable’s chin lifted. “Meridian,” he called. Not loud. Certain.
“Come down. Hands where I can see them.”

Maeve’s breath hitched, then stopped. Her fingers touched my
sleeve, not a grab—an anchor.

I watched Sable unfold the paper and hold it flat against the
light from a work lamp. That was my mistake. I looked at the
paper, and my head did what it always did.

Wrong stock. Too light for an official order, too smooth for the
rag blend they use when they expect it to be handled, filed, and
fought over. The letterhead was crisp but the ink bled at the edges
in a way it doesn’t when it comes off a proper press. A cheap
ribbon smear, the kind you get from a storefront typewriter that
needs new spools. And the seal—raised impression—was shallow.
Soft bite. Bad die or bad pressure.

Paper-thin authority. Literally.

Sable kept talking. “You’re trespassing in a restricted site.
You’re interfering with an investigation. I can put you in a cell
until the tide comes in and out twice.”

Varrin’s eyes flicked once to Sable, then away. He let Sable
spend the badge. He didn’t need to.

Maeve leaned closer to my ear, her mouth barely moving.
“Sable’s in the ledger,” she said. “Payroll notes. Not straight. He’s
tied to the fights.”

“Quiet,” I whispered back. It came out harsher than I meant.
My hand went to my pocket where I’d had a photo once, years

ago, and found only cloth. The empty spot made me count harder.
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full of paid witnesses and Lt. Sable’s boys happy to log me as
“resisting.”

Or I could let him spend his token where it mattered and watch
which gate took it.

Maeve’s ledger names sat heavy against my ribs. A tug of
guilt, like a hook through cloth. I checked the pocket where my
lock picks used to ride. Still there. I checked the other pocket
where my cigarette case lived. Empty. I’d left it on purpose. Less
to lose running.

I stepped back into the corridor and made myself small. The
bouncer looked at me. I looked at the cut on the fighter’s brow
like I was waiting my turn.

The runner slipped through the sticky door. It scraped his
shoulder. He didn’t even flinch. He knew the building.

I counted to ten on my fingers inside my coat, where nobody
could see. My ribs complained on seven. I ignored them. On ten, |
pushed the swollen jamb and let the door fight me once, so it
wouldn’t look like I’d been waiting.

Then I went after the runner at a distance, giving up the brass
token within reach for the one thing I couldn’t buy back later—
where that metal yes was going to be spent.

The back door dumped me into a strip of alley that smelled
like diesel and old cabbage. An engine idled somewhere close, the
kind of lazy, patient purr a truck makes when the driver’s inside
counting minutes he isn’t paid for. The runner hit the bricks and
didn’t look back. He knew the lanes. He kept to the darker side,

where the building sweat left the mortar slick.
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“Up,” I said.

Maeve didn’t answer. She put her ledger under her coat and
climbed like she’d done it before, hands sure on the cold rungs. I
went after her, ribs tight, counting rung spacing, counting how
long it would take a man behind us to grab an ankle.

At the top, the landing was just a strip of metal mesh over a
drop. It looked down into an antechamber cut out of concrete. A
pressure door sat there like a ship’s mouth—round, thick, with
dogs spaced around the rim. Beside it was a control housing with
a keywheel shaft and a gauge face dulled by years. A narrow
maintenance slit in the wall let you see in without stepping out.
Somebody had designed it for men who wanted to watch without
being watched.

Keys rang below. A whole ring, too many for one honest job.
Then radio squawk, thin and annoyed. Words clipped off by static.

I killed my light and leaned to the slit.

Boot soles hit the metal deck under us. Not running. Claiming.
A pair, then another pair. The tug horn sounded again, farther off,
and for a second it lined up with the beat of those steps like a
metronome for trouble.

Leo Varrin came in first.

He wore a coat that didn’t belong underground. Clean lapels.
No lint. He carried a small canvas bag in one hand like it was a
lunch pail. He didn’t swing it. His men did the sweating for him—
two of them with bigger canvas sacks that sagged at the corners,
one with bolt cutters hooked over his arm, another with a hand

pump and a coil of rope that smelled like tar even from above.
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He answered with violence like it was his only language.

He stomped my foot and snapped his head back. The back of
his skull clipped my cheekbone. Stars didn’t show. The world just
narrowed. He slipped my grip and spun, hands up, close in, ring-
rope style, trying to lock my arms and work inside. Cheap
knuckles. Fast and ugly. No art, all panic.

He swung first. A hook that came wide, meant to rattle teeth. I
stepped in under it, shoulder to chest, and put him against the wall
again. My right hand drove two short shots into his body—one to
the soft place under the ribs, one up into the hinge of his jaw.
Clean. Compact. The kind you throw when you don’t have room
for romance.

His jaw clicked. His knees dipped. He still got one back,
glancing, a scrape across my right hand as I hit. Skin split on a
ring or a watch edge. Warmth ran across my knuckles and made
my grip slick. I clenched anyway. The cut complained every time I
flexed.

He tried to twist out, heel scraping the wall. The edge of his
boot left a pale streak on the brick—rubber and grit, a mark you
could follow if you cared enough to look. He slid sideways,
desperate, and his right hand dove for his coat pocket.

That move told me what he was carrying.

I trapped his forearm with my left and bit down on the hurt in
my ribs. I drove him down with my shoulder and hooked two
fingers into the pocket seam with my good hand. Cloth tore with a
sound like a bad promise.

His pocket came out in my fist.

47



"MES OUM 9IBD ) UPIP PUE [00} B M I JIY PEY SUOSWIOS

oII—I1 Jopun [elow JyIuq—ured oy} Ul JYOIU [SAI B Punoj
[ ‘Suni puodds ay) uQ "9AIS I UPIP I 100q AW UM dUO PI)SA)
[ "osea13 puey PO YIM OIS 1M SSUNI [93)S A, "Surpue| pIjeid
© 0JUl PaquI[d [[eM JY} O} Po)[Oq IJoppe| IOIAIS B ‘pea|Y
'sadid a3 y3noayy re oy Jooys Iy “Aj0u
U0 "919I0U0D OU) PUOAD(Q JIYMIWOS pdueowW UWIoy 3n}
‘noK yny 03 ue[d Aoy} uoyMm dA0W
UQUW MOY MOUY AYs asneddq Jnq 9y paysnd [ asneodq jou ‘puryaq
dojs-Jjey ' pakels oAdB|N ‘MO[ SIS} ‘puey Yo Aw ul ysn
Pap[OJ MeYD ‘[[em Y} 0} IsO[d 1dp[noys Aw 3day [ IJunod e uo
podders 1d1ooa1 © oY1 sn 0} 9W0d p[nom I3y} Jorq [[BJI00] AIAT
"PALLIED )] "PUNOS JIOW PUB IdJeM SSI[ P[AY unt IoySiy oy,
‘JYSLI JuoMm |
"9Ip 0} dW pajuem JuIp[Ing Y} Aem YoIyMm I0J paud)si| pue Yo|
oy paemo) uayy ‘oFessed JySLI oY) pIemO) peay AW Pyl [ "Us
Aw 931q 1113 Jes ay 3[9F pue wied Aw ypIm RO A} PISO[D |
"$9A9 10J sonuIw opel], “9pIy J0 ‘Onsing “Surjeisd oy ysnoiy
SOOUS II9Y) MOUS QAOQE SEM IJA0UM }3] PuB MIP S, JOPLLIOD )
OJUI SIAJOSINO uape[J Jo ‘uado pakeis mopuim 3y} J[Iym Fuisnoy
Joop-amssaid o) premol xodoop ysnd :3yord 03 pey | 9o300d Aw
Ul 390[0 9p1} Y} pue puey AW UI JIeYO Y} YIM ‘uonoun( oy} 1y
"9010Y)) "UONISAN() "PUNOS JNOYIM POAOW YINOW S QAJBIA]
"3uIod 19JeA\ "puUIYRq YdeH
pds Sy upds Yo "SIXO PAuUNod | SPU0OIS pajunod |
‘poom sso1oe pag3eIp Suryrowos
Jo oderds oyy uoy] ‘yoeq owed A[dor y -oys SUIIOWOS pres

0J10U00 AQ PI[Jnuw A010A Y ‘posned S[[EJ100] oY "PIUASI] |

“JNO SAYSEM IOAJU JBY) Puny
oy} ‘oseaId oop P[o IO ‘Te] “NUI ) USEM Jey} }I UO YOB[q JO Jedws
B PBY OUIM] OU ], “IOM JJB[OOYS S,PIY B JON "UBJ[O UMOpP pag3nus
SOUOJIY J[ey OM}—)Ouy OOp B Ul PAI} dUIM]} JJns-Ie} uo Juny
] -Sur[puey wWoIj PIpuUNOI SIOUIOD ‘pIed oIy} ‘Se} oJied Y
‘1003 & Surpnd ayI|
‘Gny [[eWS B M 901 SWED WD) PUOIIS YL Y109} AW y3Inoayl
possIy [ pue dppnuy o Aw ojur jiq ourmj] ‘urede 3np
"93OYo J{eY ‘TeIUSP J[BY SEAM JBY) PUNOS B dPRUW JOUUNI oY J,
pres [ A1 (U,
‘[99] P[NOJ NOA 9A00I3 B 9ABJ[ 01 y3noud piey passaid sem
PBI[ YL ‘NVION JSV—T1Irdd :podwero pue jedu ‘djou [rouad
® pey yoBq 9y, "9duo J1 pawn [ ‘deS e uay) 101303031 9500 S0y
oo1y3—o3pa a3 Suoe uer wxdped yound v paxoord-Jrey ‘ordind ur
poduwe)s owiy, -ourf jeJ & ur pajuLid a1 19m $393 1 uoyMm JJos 03
1,USQ0P 1By} puIy Ay} Y00)s AABIH ‘ALId] JogieH ‘qmis AL}

1 YIIM INOY 3XoU AW
oye1 pue 189} YW I1 O] ‘[NFoIed ‘IOZUIJOIOJ Pue quIny) AW [Hm
1 paprojun [ jeams siq woyy dwep sem zoded ayy 9siy Awr ug

juid 100 sweod 3 “Isnp ouIq jeds |
"219Y) J, usem
1oy} oFeIdAd] 10 Suryoreds ‘paropn(j spuey SIH "YOUo SIY Ojul
punoi3 13 A3[[e oY ], "9UO0GIR[[0D SIY SSOIOB WIBIIO) AW [)IM 1)
wry 3day pue soLIq Ay} uo umop wiy nd [ -9ouy AW pasn [ ‘[[em
oy} pasn | 1921s Y} J0J eaIq 0} paLy pue JYSIom SIy M1y} OH
"Pnoj jou ‘pres | DUl
‘Surmes [)eaIq ‘Mou IpIm SIAI 1 J0J PIME[D

OH ‘wied Aw j1q jBY) 93po [elOW NI Y oumm] pue 1dded



darker, mineral streaks like a slow leak had been counting time
longer than any of us.

I touched the line. Dry. The air above it felt cooler. My watch
ticked. The tide table in Eli’s margin ticked with it.

“Water’ll come back to that line,” I said.

Maeve glanced at the corridor floor, then at the hatch behind
us as if she could see through concrete. “How long?”’

“Minutes,” I said. “When it turns, that hatch is a cork.”

She nodded once. No argument. Time is a fact, like ink.

We went on. The corridor split ahead where a vent trunk
punched through the ceiling and forced the passage around it. Two
ways. Left ran lower, a faint drip sound in that direction. Right ran
higher, and the air was drier, sharper with old chemical.

I crouched and laid Eli’s chart on the floor, holding it open
with two fingers. My flashlight caught the margin bruise again.
Someone had pressed hard at one point on the paper, and the
bruise lined up with a printed grid that wasn’t part of the harbor
map. It was a mechanical grid. Pressure-lock notation, disguised
as tide marks if you didn’t know what you were seeing.

Maeve leaned over it. “That’s not a pier schedule.”

“No,” I said. “That’s a door talking in numbers.”

Above us, through a grating set into the ceiling, I heard a truck
door slam. Metal on metal. Then footfalls. Not running. Measured.
Two sets. One heavier, one light, like a man carrying a clipboard
or a gun he didn’t need to swing.

Maeve’s eyes snapped to mine. She didn’t whisper. She didn’t
need to. Her hand tightened on her ledger page until the paper

creased.
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Stamped in block letters, deep enough to bruise the card:
QUARANTINE WAREHOUSE 17.

I gave it the second look. The stamp impression was too deep

on the left edge, lighter on the right, like the press came down
uneven or the hand rushed it. The ink wasn’t fountain ink; it sat on
the surface, thick, with a slight shine where it hadn’t fully dried. I
rubbed a corner with my thumb. It smudged a hair and left a tacky
drag. Fresh enough to still talk.

Quarantine tags did two jobs. They moved cargo. They moved
people away from cargo. Nobody wanted a story about fever and
locks and a week off work. The stamp was a scarecrow. It kept
honest hands from asking why.

I kept the tag in my fist and slid the ferry stub into my inside
pocket. My ribs tightened when I moved. I adjusted my weight
without letting the runner up.

“Who’s Nolan?” I asked.

He swallowed. His throat bobbed under my forearm.

“Clerk,” he got out. “Brill desk. I don’t—"

A car door slammed at the mouth of the alley. The sound
cracked through the diesel hum and made the runner flinch hard.

Headlights cut in, flat and white. They pinned us to the brick
like insects in a frame.

I didn’t look right away. I kept my eyes on the runner’s hands.
I counted the angles. One car. Two lights. At least one man.

Footsteps came in, measured, not rushed. Leather soles, not
boots. A man who didn’t mind puddles because somebody else

cleaned his shoes.
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She held it out, not to show me, to remind me it existed. “This

is what he’s buying,” she said. “Paychecks. Hospital funds.
Homes. You want proof? That cache is proof with weight.”

“A cache is temptation with weight,” I said, and my flat tool
finally found a spot that didn’t fight back.

The plate lifted a quarter inch. Something underneath sighed,
stale air escaping. Chemical tang, old and mean. Not bleach. Not
soap. Something that had once promised safety and now promised
rot.

I hooked fingers into the brass pull. The handle was cold
enough to sting. I lifted, controlled, and the hatch came up without
a scream. Iron hinges, greased recent. Another clue. Maintenance
corridor below, iron rungs slick with algae.

I looked at my watch again. The second hand didn’t care about
my plan.

“Seven minutes?” Maeve asked.

“Less now,” I said.

I swung one leg over, found the first rung. It slid under my
boot. I tightened my grip and felt the damp paper of Eli’s chart
stick to my palm where I’d tucked it into my waistband. It tugged
like it wanted to stay in daylight.

Maeve went down after me, quiet, quick. She moved like
someone used to not being noticed in crowded rooms. The hatch
above us framed a strip of pier and boots moving past. No one
looked down. That was the point of windows.

The corridor at the bottom ran narrow and low, concrete
sweating. Vent stacks rose along one side, thick pipes with riveted

seams. Old quarantine placards clung to the wall, numbered and
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“Hand me what you have,” he said. “Or keep it and choose
your next arithmetic.”

I held the cargo tag harder, felt the stamp bite my skin through
the card. I could trade. I could run with a hand that didn’t close
right. I could fight with Maeve’s address on the table.

I shifted my weight on the runner’s collarbone and looked at

Varrin in the headlights, counting exits I couldn’t see.

Ink That Won’t Wash

The last shift whistle had quit the street. The building kept its
own noises after that—pipes ticking, a radiator sighing like a tired
foreman. Maeve’s union office sat up four flights, wedged
between a closed dentist and a storage room that smelled of old
paste. Her door was shut with a chain, the kind you buy when
you’re out of faith in locks.

She cracked it on the chain when I knocked. The desk lamp
behind her was low, a mean little cone of light. The air carried
typewriter oil and old paper, the sharp and sweet mix that stays in
your fingers.

“Come in,” she said. “If you brought company, I’ll hear their
shoes.”

I slid through and she hooked the chain back. Her ledger lay
open on the desk, fat as a brick. Brown wrap covered half of it,
weighted by a steel straightedge. A magnifier sat beside the lamp

like an eye she couldn’t close.
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Maeve leaned in, close enough that her coat brushed my

sleeve. “We’re late?” she asked.

“Not yet,” I said. “We’re priced tight.”

I took the chart from my coat and unfolded it in my lap,
keeping it low. The paper fought me. Damp paper always fights. I
rubbed the margin between thumb and forefinger. The fibers had
that stiff, gritty feel of salt bloom. Someone had handled it with
wet hands and let it dry wrong. Near the scribble, there was a faint
bruise—plate-press pressure where paper got leaned on hard, like
a man used it for a table while he forced something to lay flat.

Maeve’s eyes went to the scribble. “That window again.”

I traced it with my nail. Low-water window. Service access.
The numbers weren’t guesses. They were dock-true, the kind men
use when they don’t want to drown.

“Margin tells you where?” she said.

“It tells me where a man stood when he wrote it,” I said. “And
what he was looking at.”

I scanned the wall. Everyone sees pilings and barnacles. I saw
seams, poured in stages. | saw an older patch of mortar that didn’t
match the rest, tucked behind a run of bollards that kept trucks
from kissing the wall. The patch sat low. Too low for high water.
Perfect for low.

Maeve shifted her weight, watching the workers, watching the
clock in my hand like she could squeeze more minutes out of it.
“If we go under, I want the names to matter,” she said.

“They do,” I said. “They’ll matter more if we come back up.”

We moved along the seawall, close to the concrete, staying in
the blind of stacked pallets tagged for salt fish. The tags fluttered
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wrong if you held it wrong; it snapped right when you found the
grain.

Maeve slid the magnifier across without a word. Cooperation
first. She didn’t offer comfort. She offered tools.

I set the magnifier over a block of numbers that looked like
someone’s handwriting—hurried, thick, trying to pretend it was
casual. I ran my thumb across the figures, light pressure, then
harder. My split knuckle lit up and I ignored it.

The numbers bit back. Raised. Not pencil. Not pen. Plate
pressure. A pen can’t leave a ridge you can feel with your eyes
closed.

“Whoever wrote this,” I said, “did it after.”

Maeve’s shoulder twitched. “After what?”

“After it was printed.”

I reached for her water glass. It was half full and had a ring of
paper dust on the rim. I didn’t trust anything in this office to be
clean, so I used the safest dirty: my own handkerchief. I dipped
one corner, wrung it between my fingers until it was damp, not
wet. Water is a tool if you don’t get greedy.

Maeve’s voice cut in. “Don’t ruin it.”

“I won’t,” I said. “If I ruin it, we’re both out of work.”

I laid the scrap flat and made one controlled pass with the
damp cloth across the top ink. One stroke. No scrubbing. The
surface ink moved like it had been waiting to leave—smear on the
cloth, a soft drag across the fibers. That told me more than a
confession would.

Under it, the paper held on to what it was born with. A second

set of numbers sat there, stubborn and clean, lifted by the moisture
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The typewriter next room stopped. The silence after it was like

a rope going slack.

Maeve stepped close to me, voice low, tight. “If that tug
carries a swapped pass signed by one of mine, I need it,” she said.
“Proof. Not talk.”

“You’ll get proof,” I said. “After we keep the tug from
reaching Q.W. 17.”

She didn’t like the order. She didn’t fight it. Not yet. She
opened her coat and shifted the ledger higher, ready to move.

Rusk pointed at the tide table one last time. His nail scratched
the paper. “Window starts at the whistle,” he said. “Seven minutes
of nobody watching right. Then the gate closes and they’re out
past the checks. You miss it, you’re chasing wake.”

I counted. Seven minutes. Distance to Slip 14. How fast |
could move with a rib that didn’t want to cooperate. How many
eyes would be on a man moving wrong at shift change.

Maeve’s voice came hard at my elbow. “We trail the paper one
step more,” she said. “Get the signatures. Get the names.”

“And lose the tug,” I said.

Her eyes held mine. Cooperation, then friction, same as
always. She didn’t blink.

I made the choice with my hand. I took the dispatch sheet,
folded it again, and slid it deeper into my coat like I was hiding a
knife.

“We move now,” I said. “You can audit the bodies after they
stop floating.”

Maeve’s jaw clicked once. She hated that line. She followed

me anyway.
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corners with ledger weights. The map had grease pencil marks and
coffee rings. It smelled like hands.

She tapped a pier station line with the straightedge. “Those
numbers.”

I matched them with a glance. My head did the arithmetic on
its own. Station marks along the quarantine bulkhead. A service
run that used to feed a sump pump line and an air vent stack. The
coordinates sat tight to a stretch of working waterfront where
nobody looked down unless something fell in.

“Tunnel,” I said. “Under the quarantine line. Pressure door
access.”

Maeve’s jaw set. Friction came in on quiet feet. “Eli didn’t tell
me about tunnels.”

“How’d he get this?” I asked.

Her eyes flicked to my hands. To the damp cloth. To the smear
of ink on the corner. Then she rubbed her thumb, stained with ink,
clean on her skirt. Not on a rag. Not on paper. On her skirt. Like
she didn’t want evidence to have a home.

“He took it,” she said.

“From where.”

Maeve held my look. Her breath hitched once and she made it
behave. “From a man who thought he was buying safe passage.
Eli met him under the viaduct, near Pier Seventeen. The man had
it in a tube with a tax stamp on the string.”

“A tax stamp,” I said. “On a chart.”

“He said it was to make it look official,” Maeve snapped. “He

said the stamp was the lie. The paper wasn’t.”

55



S HIYSs ued[o B Suneom isnl sem 3y, ‘pres [ . ‘Apeaife 31 pey nox,,

JJo1d Awr oju0 11 JYSn0Iq NOA Mou puy,, "pres 9y  ‘UBIPLIOA
‘noA uo d[qnon 303 [[1IS NOX,, ‘Judds J0OAB] OBQ POUBI SNy
“IOQUIdWAI 0} Y3nouo Jny 3] ‘SqLI 910S AW
passaxd xoded oy, “1e00 At oprsur j0oys yojedsip oy} paxonm |
"s98eMm JO opeW SAINOY "SaIn31y pue
Sooe] "93uRI UMO IO PRy 9US "Pedy JJY Ul soweu Jurdes} ‘punos
moym pasowr sdif 10 193po[ 10y 0) paddoip s9Kd s,0ABN
JoIneu3is oy Surpjoy
UBW 1SQUOY 9} 9ABY[ pue ‘way) Japun o3ied dems ‘sioqunu ssed
JI39] asn A ], "Wt own A3y ], ‘s1030adsur Jy3iy 3, uop Ay ] -o3pop
o3ueyo-YIyS "SuIsn ud9q oA AU} POYIOW MIN],, ‘POppe SNy
“dreys 9sea10 9y 1day “9ou0 31 PIP[OJ | A1 P[O
ue ur oded moN ‘uonoeyy e dixoduyy Aw Jy3ned I ‘Y3003 JUIILJIP
e pey o3ed paddems oy -1 3[9F pue 100ys yojedsip a3 001 |
JSKY
Sunyewr 21,4913 IO °3,UP[NOYS oYM SAIY 103 S, APOQoWIOS °JBIMS
spuey oo 1ded A1), -oul] B OJUI pouIn} [Inour s Sy
~Kaadoid K110 s 3T 'pa[eas SIBY L, "PIes S ./ UOOJUIAIS
osnoyarepy  ounueren(),, ‘dn  paddeus peoy s,0A9BIN
LT "M O 103 punoq syed dund,
smoys yojedsiq S0y | difs,, ‘pres 9y ‘901D [9qEBA,, WAL
ouI| ® UO papue] 13Ul SIH "OW PIemo} 109ys 3n) dy) pIfs ysny
‘Suraowr paddoss 31 [pun
21913 )1 P[oY pue 193Ul IOy UO UIe)s Jul dY} 0} quiny) 1oy passaxd
oys ‘Sumyeys noyum Sueys sem US 'SPUBY IOY pPayorem |
"0A1 peq I UMOP 1 PAMO[[eMs JYS “Inys udy) ‘pauado yinow
IOH ‘Jresioy paddois oys o10joq premioj dais B 0O} QAR

. SPUOQ IBA\,, "S9931d U} 1O IOAJU SAKI S QAR
"pIEs [ , 9JI0)UN0)),,
JUSWUIIA0S
I MOO[ SJI oyewr 03 Moy mouy SJunurid sem  IOA0UM
"UBd[O 00, "UBJ[O SeM MIOM QJU 'X0q [euds e jJo yed “aoploq
B ‘[eds ® Jo sjuowdely pouioy A3yl o sadard oy pref |
‘durep $303 31 UdYM J[qUINID
1,US90D ey} Pury o ‘[99J PInoo noA juduod Fex pey toded oy,
‘AAeOU pre] uedq pey 31 21oym dulys JyY3I[s & pey Jul oy, IOUI0d
oys 1e qouad ur paroqunu 9091d Yoo o031s YSom-puoq uo qul
yorlq ‘syooxd ssard ‘Suimoys sioqry ‘paddur soSpo—soded ojoym
10N sjooxd u10) oxom apisuf 1 pauado pue adojoAud Y} J00) |
M
JO J[e ow 9AI3 1, UPIP I[{,, "Pres aYs I JO [[& NOA SAIS 1,UPIp [,
"OUI 20N} B OYI] SN UAIMIQq
3SOp Y} U0 11 J3S AYS “Aeme JYILI dW 03 J1 puey J UPIP AYS "PI[puLy
3uroq woj 1Jos s1uI0d ‘papioj oy ‘odojoAus ue o pafnd aysg
‘poreonbs syrel [ejow oY, IOMEIP WO030q Y pouodo 9AdBIA
‘Juads Apealfe sem o) pue ‘QuIl} pue 93eIdA9]
pey [ 'Popadu SIy) jeym Anq pinod jeyl Ysed 2AeY J.UPIP |
. Iow
Aed noAk ‘oxowr Juem NOZ,, “ITe 9U) 0) SOWEU MOUS pue JI[ Y 1
oy11 umop 1 Surssaid “103po] ayj SuLA0d deim uMOoIq Y} 0} JUOM
puey I3y pue ‘pres ays . ‘p[noo [ se 3uo[ se dAle wiy 3doy [,,
‘pres [ ..o 11ed jey; 3doy nog,,
‘Sunyre; ueyy
Jodeoyo sem 31 papIoAp pue pIp AYs IO "AIN0U } . UPIp AYS "paqqni
P.OUS QIoyM MBI Sem UDJS dY] ‘urede quiny) IOy payojem |



through as parts.” He pulled the tug sheet closer. “See this? ‘Pump

parts.” Sealed metal. They love that. Nobody wants to open sealed
metal around the water. Everybody’s busy, everybody’s tired.”

He tapped the bottom where a signature sat. A loop. A flick.
Too neat for a dockhand with cold fingers.

Maeve inhaled through her nose, once. She held her ledger
tighter. “That signature—"

“Route,” I said, and my voice came out colder than I meant.
The rib reminded me why. “Where does the tug take it?”

Rusk dragged a tide table off the wall. It hung by a rusty tack,
the paper warped around the hole. Lines and numbers. High water.
Low water. Gate openings. Inspector rotations scribbled in pencil
along the margins, like a man marking when he could steal ten
minutes of his own life.

He laid the tide table beside the dispatch sheet. Stove heat
dried the damp in the paper, making it curl.

“They run it during whistle change,” Rusk said. “When the
men swap and the inspectors swap. You get a lane nobody owns
for seven minutes.” He tapped the table with the end of the
magnifier. “This window. Gate’s understaffed. Harbor checks go
soft. They slide a load under a legitimate pass number, mid-shift.
Swap the tags. Swap the men. Nobody wants to be the one who
stops it and gets a grievance.”

Maeve’s knuckles whitened on the ledger. “So tell me the
men.”

Rusk finally looked at her. His eyes were flat with dock math.
“You want names and you want them alive. You don’t get both if

you say them out loud in my office.”
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“A press in the waterfront,” I said.

“Eli said it was running off the books.” Maeve’s fingers tapped
the edge of her ledger, once, twice, then stopped. “He didn’t trust
the cops. He didn’t trust the union men who show up early and
leave late. He trusted paper, and he trusted numbers. He tore his
proof so nobody could lift it in one grab.”

“He trusted you,” I said.

Maeve’s mouth tightened. She reached for her water glass and
didn’t drink. She set it down again with care. “He trusted me to
keep a list. Not to play hero.”

I picked up the chart scrap again and folded it along its old
crease. It fought me, then gave in. My knuckle split wider at the
bend. A bead of blood rose and I wiped it on the inside of my cuff.
Twice. The second time it came off darker.

Maeve’s voice went hard. “Don’t go there.”

“Why.”

“Because you’ll go alone,” she said. “And you’ll come back in
a bag. If you come back.”

I took the dock map and marked the station with a pencil from
her cup. The lead snapped and I used the broken tip anyway.
“Varrin’s already on us. He came to me with your address like it
was a courtesy call.”

Maeve flinched, small and fast, then steadied. “Then we don’t
go to the coordinates. We go to a safe address. I have three. One
has a back stair and a landlord who hates questions.”

“I have a tide window,” I said, tapping the notation with the

pencil tip. “Low water plus forty-five. And I have a tug schedule

57



pPad[eAA ‘PA83e], porpung 03180 oI paAow I ‘siopew jey) roded

uo JON,, ‘pres oy . Sueq e 3y I, upip o3uer JYI1o-0M)-A110],,
"puRY SIY U [[13S eI oY} YIIM SILNUD Je paqqel of "ysers [1ouad
osea13 ' Yym paxaew uonods e o3 Jurddiy ‘pedjsur o swosnd
oy} IOJ Payoeal OH ‘IoOMSUER J UPIP OH ‘padiom mel sysny
IPASEED
yojedsip INOA 01 $S00® SBY OUA\,, "PoUdPIey oze3 S,0ABA
JIUOW [[B 219y Ud2q S,I1 I SYOO] 31 0S
ped 1op[o ue oyur 31 paddys,, ‘pres ay 1 paddems Apogqowios,,
‘sjuowiAed mo[s ul Jno Jy3noq
1038 101d s1y Suryorem uew B OYI[ ‘pAYSIS AJUO OH ‘MUY [ MOY JSk
1,UpIp 9H ‘I AUdp 1. UpIp of ‘103ulj AW 0} PIYOLJ SOAd S Sy
‘pres 1 ..‘Suojaq 3, usaop a3ed ey,
"SIy 003 Yoe[q 003 Jo dwed dirofuly
AW uo 9Fpnws Uoqred Y, I Ul SUIZIS OIOUWL Py I O[] “PISISAI I]
“IOUIeaJ 3, UpIp ] “urdrews ayy Suofe 13Ul B URI PUB Ul PAULI] |
‘P10 2q 03 Surpuajaxd roded
MIN 'SO3po 9y} Je UBI[O 00] ‘JJNIS 00T “IIe oy} Ul JYSLI S J . upIp
300Is QY INg YOIoU ISUIOD JWES ‘SAUI| dN[q dWeS JnoAe| dwes
*JSO1 AU} IYI] PAOO[ 1233ys oY, "piey pod3eus asuds saded A
‘dwrey oy 03 dn 3t
PIoY pue 0213 300ys doj oy pIfs oH Iodsiym AIp € dpew UoqIed Y],
‘ped yojedsip a3 Jo o3ed & pourm) pue JeOIY) SIY PAILI[D JSMY
(' SUNI JeyMm [oIed UBd | 0S,, ‘PIes [ . [[1IS SPUL)S Jeym 9seyo [,,
JJur Sunmseow 91, nok

o[IyM [SIUBA USJAL,, 'PIES dUS ,‘S109[qo aseyd sAem[e NOK,,

13

“yeul O} S9JBY PUE SOSSO[ SB SAIPOQ SIUNOJ Jey) pury Ay, ‘1oSue

Sununoooy -9oeJIns oY) U0 IO3UB JON PIYSE[J SO S, 9ABIA

oy} 03 JuoM quuNY) JIOH “Ied[ 3, UP[NOM Jey} oD & Juroue[eq sem
AUS OI] dW Je PIYOO[ PUB PuRY JAY UI UIRYD AU} P[AY AR
. QAOW §,3S[@ APOQaWOS
SIOA0D WIOy Fn) QY 210Jog 'MON,, Pres [ . ‘SOJeuIpioo)),,
. UBJ[O 219Y) SN 303 ued [,, "MO] ‘Urede pres ays ‘SSAIppe dJes,,

“J1 10} payoRaI
oUs Se JOOp Ay} UO UIeyd 9y} JJjo dulys ury) e maryy dwe ysop
IOH "YS1 ‘wue IOy Jopun ‘OpISul JOSPO] oy} payon) oys ‘smoqd
oy} JB UIOM JLIQRJ AU} YORQ JIeyd 9y} Wol) 10d 19y po[nd ayg

. dn ppe J1 oxew L.,
. duwr] noA uaym pnoy a1,nok puy,,
‘pres [ 1Unoo qus ueo J,,
‘pres ays  uny a1, N0x,,
"pnoj N0 11 KBS 3 UpIp
pue asrwoIdwod uo paas AYS Y0 A} PAdU ‘Aem duo pasdny
ISnISIA ‘urede ow premo) Aemjey 3 paysnd pue paddois uoyp
FI9SI9Y premo) oeq sjooid uioy Jo 9do[oAud ) PI[S QAR
"SuQlsy[ 1ey) pury oy [, “A1dwo 3 ust jeyy pury oy, ‘urede 1omb
UQY [, ‘PAWWE[S JoMeIp 9[1f & oY1 SuIp[ing a3 ysnoay) dn paoyo?
1] "JOO[J IOYJOUB UO NS IOOP B [[OMIIBIS Y} UMOP ‘OPISInQ
. $1d1a001 o3uT suIn) 193pa] INOA ‘100p dInssaid
1oy} S198 ULLBA JI,, 'PIES [ OAI] om JI nok ym o3 KayJ,,
o
s 03 saweu AN, ‘WSIdwe] oy} Iopun Iym JUoM SOoNWy IOH
‘deim umoiq oy Jopun I9FPI[ Y} JOAO PISO[O PUBY S, dABIN
. SOA9 MOU SBY IO} UMOP J00P KI9AD 1By}

IOV Inoy ue ul sA9Y sdems maIo Jy3ru oy} sAes jerp 10300d Awr ur



bound at the top. He laid them side by side like he was setting up a
fight card.

Maeve’s shoulders tightened. She wanted names. She wanted
signatures. She wanted men to have to answer for what they’d
carried.

Rusk didn’t look at her. He wiped his hands again, then ran the
magnifier over the plate like he was reading a confession.

“Serial range,” he said, and his voice changed. Not softer.
Sharper. “This plate’ll spit out a run in the forty-two-eight block.
You see that curl on the ‘2’? That’s the same curl they used on
war-bond certificates, right before the last issue. Government
liked fancy lies.”

My ribs pinched when I leaned in. The bruise from earlier
tugged like a hook under skin. I kept my face flat. I counted
anyway. One hour. Maybe less. The tide didn’t care about my
pain.

Maeve leaned a fraction closer, eyes locked on the log. “Forty-
two-eight... what? Give me the full range.”

Rusk’s mouth pulled at one corner. He didn’t like being
ordered by a clerk. He also didn’t like what this meant.

“I’m telling Meridian,” he said.

“You’re telling both of us,” Maeve said. “Or you’re picking
who gets hurt.”

That line landed on his desk with weight. Rusk stared at her
ledger, then at my hands, then at the side window. Water slapped a
piling outside, slow and regular, like a metronome.

I cut in before it turned into pride. “Route and timing first,” I

said. “Names later. Paper doesn’t bleed. People do.”
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ink stain again, rubbed once, stopped. She made herself open the
door.

Footsteps touched the hall somewhere below. Measured.
Leather soles, not boots.

Maeve froze with the chain half off, eyes on me. I tucked the
chart scrap into my inside pocket and felt its stiff edge press my
ribs like a warning.

Four flights down, a door handle tested once, then twice, like a
man checking if a room was worth the trouble.

I had an hour on the tide window. Maybe less on the hallway.

“Pick,” I said, voice flat. “We hide. We confront. We trade. Or
we move.”

Maeve’s hand stayed on the chain. Her other arm clamped the
ledger to her side. The stairwell breathed in paper dust and oil.

Her eyes cut toward the map, then the door, then back to me.

“You lead,” she said. “But if you spend my people like chips, I
walk.”

The handle downstairs tried again. Slower this time. Like
whoever owned it had decided on patience.

I stepped toward the door, counting the stairs, counting the

seconds, and waiting for Maeve to choose which bill we paid first.

The Tugboat Schedule

Hal Rusk kept his office over Pier 9 the way a man keeps a fist
closed. Tight. Useful. Hard to pry open. Coal stove in the corner,

red eye showing through the grate. The wet rope smell came in on
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