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Chapter One - Brackish Morning
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Reid Rourke woke to the sound of gulls screaming over the bay, their cries slicing through the thin walls of his stilt house like fish knives. He lay still for a moment, staring at the gray light that bled through the warped slats above his head. The air smelled of salt and mud, a smell that clung to him like a second skin. It was the scent of his life - old, dependable, and heavy as a wet net.

Outside, the tide was creeping up the pilings beneath him. He could hear the soft lap of water against the supports, a sound that always reminded him of his grandfather humming low and slow as he mended traps on the porch. The same grandfather who taught him to read the water like a preacher reading scripture. The old man was gone now, and so was Reid’s brother, Tommy. What was left was Reid and the brackish bay that never let him forget.

He swung his legs over the side of the bed and rubbed the sleep from his face. The floorboards groaned under his weight as he stood, stretching the stiffness from his shoulders. At thirty-seven, he felt every ache as though he were an old hull scraping across oyster beds. He pulled on faded jeans and a white T-shirt stained yellow at the pits. He didn’t bother with socks - his feet were already callused, each scar a private story.

Stepping out onto the small deck, Reid surveyed the morning. The bay spread wide and flat before him, a silver-gray sheet that promised smoldering heat later. Low clouds clung to the horizon, thick as wool, and the smell of impending rain teased the air. Farther down, he could see the dark outlines of mangroves and marsh grass. A heron stood motionless in the shallows, its neck like a question mark.

His skiff bobbed gently below, tied to the dock by a frayed rope. The paint had long since flaked off, revealing bare aluminum that shone dull and honest. Reid climbed down the ladder and jumped into the boat, the aluminum echoing beneath him. He untied the rope and pushed off with a long wooden pole, easing the skiff into deeper water before starting the small outboard engine.

As he guided the boat away from the house, he thought of Tommy. The accident played behind his eyes as it often did in quiet moments - a sudden squall, a misjudged turn, the slap of a rogue wave. Tommy’s shouts had disappeared into the wind. They found his brother’s body washed up in the spartina grass the next morning, bloated and pale, his eyes open to the sky.

The guilt lived inside Reid like a barnacle, silent but consuming. He’d been the one at the helm. He’d told Tommy not to wear the life jacket. “Ain’t nothing gonna happen, the water’s calm today,” he had said. He replayed that line over and over in the years since, each time feeling the sharp edge twist a little deeper.

He shook the memory away and focused on the task ahead. Oysters didn’t wait on sorrow.

By the time he reached his bed of leases, the sun was clawing its way above the pines along the mainland. The air turned thick, beads of sweat already pooling along his neck. He dropped anchor and reached for the tongs - long wooden poles with steel baskets at the ends. He thrust them into the water, twisting and pulling, the motion so ingrained it felt like breathing.

As he worked, his mind drifted. He thought of the locals in Panacea, the way they eyed him when he came in to buy ice or fuel. Folks whispered, but no one said it outright - they thought he was cursed, a man who had lost too much to be safe company. He preferred it that way. He didn’t owe them conversation, nor did he want it.

The rhythmic scrape of the tongs and the occasional clatter of shells into the deck filled the next few hours. By midmorning, his cooler was half full. He paused to wipe sweat from his forehead, peering across the bay toward the distant marsh where the old Waverly cottage sat half-hidden behind a stand of palms and pines.

The cottage had been empty for years, its shutters sagging and paint faded to a ghostly blue-gray. Locals said it was haunted, that you could hear piano music drifting out across the water some nights. Reid had never heard it himself, but he liked to imagine it - some phantom woman playing to an empty room while the wind rattled the old shutters.

But today, there was movement. A bright white shape on the porch, almost startling in its crispness against the weathered wood. Reid squinted, shielding his eyes. A woman stood there, her hair pulled up beneath a wide straw hat, a floral dress billowing around her legs. She held a mug in her hands, looking out at the water as if she were listening for something.

Reid felt a strange stirring in his chest, an unexpected heat. No one stayed at the Waverly place. No one dared. And yet, here she was, a ghost in broad daylight.

He watched a moment longer, trying to make sense of it, before shaking himself free. He wasn’t one to get tangled up in other folks’ business. He had enough ghosts to carry without borrowing someone else’s.

When he finally turned back to his oysters, he found his hands trembling slightly. He gritted his teeth and forced the tongs into the water again.

By noon, the sun scorched the bay with its full weight. Reid stowed the last of the oysters, covered the cooler with ice, and steered the skiff toward the landing. He tied up at the old wooden dock, his boots knocking against the boards as he stepped out. From here, he could see the small seafood shack where he sold his daily haul. A battered sign above the door read Coastal Pride Oysters, the paint flaking off in scales like an old fish.

Inside, Miss Shelby sat behind the counter, fanning herself with a cardboard menu. She was a short, wiry woman in her sixties, with sharp eyes that missed nothing.

“Morning, Reid,” she called, eyeing the cooler. “You’re late today.”

“Had a good pull,” he replied, rolling the cooler inside.

She watched as he began unloading, her eyes flicking from the oysters to his face. “You see her yet?”

Reid paused, his hands tightening around an oyster. “Who?”

“The woman in the Waverly cottage,” Shelby said, her voice low, as if the walls might be listening. “Moved in yesterday. Some fancy type, they say. Asking about old families and land titles. You know anything about that?”

He shrugged. “Ain’t my business.”

Shelby snorted. “Well, you watch yourself. Strangers come around asking questions, there’s usually trouble riding close behind.” She nodded toward the oysters. “That the last of it?”

He nodded, and she began counting the haul. Reid wiped his hands on his jeans, avoiding her gaze.

“Anything else today?” she asked.

“No,” he said, turning toward the door. He paused with his hand on the knob. “You hear what she’s called?”

Shelby glanced up, her lips curling into a sly smile. “Pearl. Like the jewel. Pearl Jennings.”

Reid felt a chill slip down his spine. He nodded curtly and stepped outside, the sun hitting him like a slap.

He made his way to the dock, where he leaned against a piling and looked back across the water. The cottage was barely visible now, just a smudge of white and blue in the distance. Pearl. The name fit somehow, though he couldn’t say why. It made him think of hidden things, of something soft and precious born from grit and pain.

He stood there for a long time, long enough that the gulls returned to squabble over fish scraps nearby. He listened to them bicker and scream, feeling the weight of something he didn’t yet understand settling in his chest.

When he finally climbed back into his skiff, the tide had turned. The water had shifted beneath him, subtle but undeniable, the way life always did when you weren’t paying attention.

That evening, after cleaning up and making a pot of weak coffee, Reid sat on his porch with a cigarette. The sun was bleeding out behind the pines, and a purple haze spread across the bay. The water mirrored the sky, blurring the line between above and below until it all felt like one endless bruise.

He thought again of Pearl, the way she’d stood on that porch like she owned the air around her. He could almost picture her there now, sipping from her mug, her dress catching the breeze in slow, graceful waves.

He took a long drag, exhaled, and flicked the ash into the water. He’d avoided women since Tommy’s death. Avoided everything that might pull him out of his carefully guarded solitude. But there was something about her - an edge, a mystery. It tugged at him in a way he hadn’t felt in years.

He finished the cigarette, crushed the butt under his heel, and stood. He glanced once more at the horizon before stepping inside and closing the door behind him. But even in the dim hush of his kitchen, he felt her presence - like a faint echo at the edge of a storm.

That night, his dreams were restless. He dreamed of oysters cracked open, of black pearls shining in the dark. He dreamed of Tommy calling to him from the marsh, his voice muffled and far away. And in the distance, he saw Pearl, standing on the Waverly porch, her face half-hidden beneath her straw hat.

He woke before dawn, breathless, sweat clinging to him like a shroud. He stared at the ceiling, the soft creak of the house settling around him. Something had shifted in the night, though he couldn’t name it yet. All he knew was that the tides had turned, and he was already too far out to swim back.

When the first pale light of dawn pushed at the edges of the bay, Reid sat on the edge of his bed, elbows on his knees, hands clasped. The house was silent except for the ticking of the old clock above the kitchen door and the distant hum of insects waking up in the marsh.

He rose, moving through his morning motions like a man drifting underwater. The battered percolator gurgled on the stove, filling the air with the sour, comforting smell of strong coffee. He poured it into a chipped mug, the one with a faded marlin painted on the side and stepped back out onto the porch.

The water was glassy smooth in the early light, a delicate gray sheet broken only by the ripple of mullet darting beneath the surface. He watched a pair of pelicans glide low over the water, their wings almost brushing the mirror below.

He wondered what Pearl would make of mornings like this. The idea came unbidden, sharp as a hook. He imagined her standing on that porch across the marsh, her hair damp from sleep, eyes still heavy with dreams. Would she see the quiet beauty, or would she be looking past it all, searching for something hidden beneath?

Reid took a slow sip of his coffee, his mind crawling over the thought. He had always believed solitude was a shield, a kind of armor he could hide behind. But Pearl’s arrival felt like a stone thrown into a still pond. Even if she wasn’t close, her presence rippled across the water, finding its way into him.

He set the mug down on the railing, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. In town, rumors would already be sprouting like marsh grass. Panacea folks didn’t trust newcomers, and a woman alone was even more suspect. The locals might smile politely, but behind that veneer lay a deep-rooted suspicion.

Reid didn’t need to guess what they’d say at the Coastal Pride or down at Jack’s Bar in the evenings. Someone would claim she was a rich woman slumming it, or a writer sniffing around for scandal. Others would say she was running from something. Maybe they’d be right.

His mind drifted to the night Tommy died again. The wind, the violent snap of rope, the sudden plunge into black water. Reid had gone in after him, thrashing in the cold, gasping when salt stung his throat. He had clawed at the darkness until his arms gave out. By the time they found Tommy, it was too late.

People said the storm took Tommy, but Reid knew better. It was his own careless faith in the bay that had done it. His belief that the water would always forgive him, that he knew her well enough to risk everything. That arrogance had cost him his brother.

He closed his eyes against the morning brightness. Maybe that was why Pearl’s sudden presence unsettled him so deeply. He felt the same old tug, that temptation to believe again, to let someone in, to risk being seen.

He picked up his mug and drained it, the coffee now lukewarm and bitter. Then he set it back down, ran a rough hand through his hair, and took a deep breath.

“Don’t be a fool,” he muttered to himself.

But even as he said it, he felt that faint stirring deep in his chest. Like a pearl forming around a grain of sand, something was taking shape inside him - fragile, bright, and dangerous.
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Chapter Two - New Moon Tides
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Pearl Jennings stood on the Waverly cottage porch with a mug of sweet tea balanced in her hand, feeling the sticky morning air settling on her skin like a damp veil. She watched the bay slowly come alive - the distant hum of an outboard engine, the winking silver flash of mullet leaping in tight arcs, the pale blue sky shifting under a thin veil of clouds.

She had always loved mornings by the water. Even when she was a child and her mother took her on weekend trips to the Gulf, Pearl found solace in the hush of dawn. The world felt honest then, stripped of its noise and pretenses.

But Panacea was different. The place hummed with secrets. Every creaking dock, every moss-draped oak seemed to whisper about things long buried. And she knew, deep down, that the quiet wouldn’t last.

She sipped her tea, her eyes sweeping across the marsh to where a stilt house sat alone above the water, small and stubborn looking against the horizon. She’d watched the man there - watched him work with a grace that came from knowing the bay’s moods better than his own. She’d learned his name on her first day in town: Reid Rourke.

The name had come up more than once in her hushed interviews with locals. They described him as a ghost, a shadow of a man who had once been more alive. They spoke of a brother lost at sea, of a family name older than the oyster reefs themselves. No one dared get too close, and Pearl understood that. Pain like his was a fortress.

But she didn’t come to Panacea to stay on the safe side of other people’s walls.

She turned to go inside, the screen door groaning as she stepped into the small, musty kitchen. The cottage smelled like old cedar and salt, the floors uneven under her bare feet. Boxes were stacked along the hallway - old photographs, yellowed maps, and copies of legal filings. She had dragged them all down here from her family’s attic, each piece a clue to a puzzle she’d been working on since her mother died.

Pearl set her mug down and pulled out an old chart, spreading it across the table. Red pencil marks crisscrossed the paper, connecting old oyster beds, hidden creeks, and abandoned campsites. At the center of it all: a faded “X” near the edge of a shallow bayou.

Her mother had told her bedtime stories of a black pearl once owned by her grandmother - an heirloom stolen before Pearl was even born. Her mother spoke of it as if it were a living thing, something that pulsed with the family’s heart. And though most dismissed it as legend, Pearl knew there was truth tangled in her mother’s words. The only question was whether it was worth the risk to find it.

She leaned closer, her fingers tracing the lines. Somewhere under that silty water, beneath the tangle of oysters and weeds, lay the last piece of her family’s story. But Pearl wasn’t just here for the pearl. She was here for answers - answers about the night her mother died, about the men who had stalked their family from afar, and the true face of her father, a man she never knew but who had haunted her all her life.

A sudden knock at the door snapped her out of her thoughts.

She straightened, her heart quickening. Few people knew she was here; even fewer would bother to visit. She moved cautiously to the door and cracked it open.

A young man stood on the porch, his hair damp from the humidity, a sheen of sweat glistening on his forehead. He wore a baseball cap pulled low and a shrimp boat T-shirt that had gone thin from years of wear.

“Miss Jennings?” he asked, his voice soft but carrying an edge of curiosity.

“Yes?” she replied, studying his face for any hint of recognition.

He shuffled his feet. “I’m Tommy, Tommy Hutchins. I run the bait shop down by the bridge. Shelby at Coastal Pride said you might need some help getting settled. I can bring you ice, fish, whatever you need.”

Pearl forced a polite smile. “That’s very kind. I appreciate it.”

Tommy nodded quickly, as if eager to escape. But before he turned away, his gaze flicked past her shoulder to the clutter of maps and papers on the table. His eyes lingered for a moment, narrowing just slightly.

“You doing some kind of research?” he asked.

Pearl hesitated. “Just... family history,” she said lightly.

Tommy’s mouth twitched into something that wasn’t quite a smile. “Well, you be careful, ma’am. Some stories down here don’t want to be dug up.”

With that, he tipped his hat and stepped off the porch, his footsteps quick on the shell path. Pearl watched him disappear into the glare of morning light, an uneasy weight settling in her chest.

She closed the door and locked it.

Meanwhile, across the marsh, Reid moved with practiced efficiency, sorting and rinsing oysters at his worktable. He couldn’t keep his mind from drifting to the woman in the cottage. Pearl. Even her name seemed designed to unravel him.

He hated how much space she had already claimed in his thoughts.

He remembered the way she’d stood on that porch yesterday - poised, distant, yet somehow soft. He had never believed in fate, but something about her arrival felt like a current pulling at him, dragging him into deeper water.

A rustling behind him broke the trance. He turned to see Shelby making her careful way down the dock, a basket in her hands.

“Morning, Shelby,” he called, forcing a neutral tone.

She set the basket down and gave him a pointed look. “You heard about her yet?”

Reid didn’t answer, focusing instead on the oysters before him.

Shelby snorted. “Of course you have. The whole town’s buzzing. She’s asking about family lines, about old oyster leases. You know what that means, don’t you?”

Reid bristled. “Means she’s nosy. Ain’t none of my concern.”

Shelby leaned in closer. “Maybe not. But you best watch your heart, Reid. Folks like her don’t stay long. They come around stirring up the past and leave before the dust settles.”

He met her gaze for a long moment, feeling the silent threat of her words wrap around him. Finally, he shrugged.

“Reckon I can handle myself.”

Shelby sighed, as if she had expected nothing different, then turned and shuffled back down the dock. Reid watched her go, the tension in his shoulders coiling tighter.

When she was gone, he lifted a freshly cleaned oyster and examined it in the sunlight. Its shell was rough and sharp, barnacles clinging stubbornly to the ridges. But inside, he knew, there might be something perfect.

He slipped the oyster into a bucket and stared across the water toward the Waverly cottage. The horizon shimmered under the heat, the marsh grass bending as if it were bowing to something unseen.

He didn’t know what Pearl was looking for in Panacea, but a cold certainty settled in his bones: whatever she uncovered would change both of them forever.

And for the first time in years, Reid felt the stirrings of a dangerous thing inside him - hope.

Pearl moved back to the table and lowered herself into the creaky wicker chair. She ran her fingertips lightly over the chart as if she might conjure something from it - an echo, a memory, a fragment of the truth.

She could hear her mother’s voice in her mind, soft and musical, telling her bedtime stories about the black pearl:

"It was born of the bay, Pearl. It carries the pain of the sea and the promise of the land. They took it from us. But you - you can bring it home someday."

She used to roll her eyes as a child, believing them to be stories meant to hush her to sleep. But when her mother died under suspicious circumstances, alone in that big drafty house in Cedar Key, Pearl started seeing shadows where before there had only been dust.

She had grown up in tidy apartments and half-empty summer houses, always moving, always running. Her mother never said from what or from whom. It wasn’t until Pearl turned twenty-five that she began digging - collecting deeds, old newspaper clippings, transcriptions of half-forgotten interviews her mother gave to local reporters.

Now, at thirty-one, Pearl had finally traced the lines that all pointed back to Panacea. This overlooked town, with its rusting shrimp boats and sun-worn bait shops, its gnarled fishermen and tight-lipped widows. It felt like the last untouched place on earth, and yet, she felt eyes on her even when she stood alone at the water’s edge.

She stood abruptly, folding the chart with careful precision, slipping it into a battered leather satchel. Her mother’s old satchel. The smell of cedar oil and time wafted from it every time she opened it, grounding her in that bittersweet ache of memory.

Pulling her hair into a loose knot, she slipped on a pair of well-worn boat shoes and grabbed her hat. She needed to see the place for herself - get closer to that “X” on her map.

Outside, the path to the dock was a narrow tongue of crushed oyster shells. As she walked, the sound crackled beneath her feet like distant gunfire. When she reached the end, she stopped to breathe. The air was heavy with brine and sun. A lone egret watched her from the marsh, its bright eyes unblinking.

She unhooked the small rowboat tied to the post. Its paint was peeling, but it looked sturdy enough. She set her bag in the stern, pushed off, and began rowing toward the thicket of spartina grass that divided the open bay from the hidden back channels.

The muscles in her arms burned with each pull. She focused on the sound of the oars slicing water, a steady rhythm that kept her from drifting into darker thoughts.

About halfway, she paused, letting the boat drift. She looked back over her shoulder and saw Reid’s stilt house in the distance. He was a small figure hunched over his worktable, movements careful and practiced. She watched him a moment longer, something stirring inside her - a dangerous warmth she didn’t have time to entertain.

Pearl shook her head and turned her attention forward.

The marsh narrowed, closing around her like green walls. Birds burst upward as she approached, their wings beating frantic, their calls echoing across the flat water. She pulled up near a half-submerged piling, an old marker left by oystermen decades ago. According to her map, she was close.

She dipped a hand into the water, feeling its silty warmth. She could almost imagine the pearl lying somewhere below her, nestled among sharp shells and ancient mud.

A sudden rustling behind her snapped her head around. In the distance, she saw the shadow of a small boat slipping through the reeds, silent and deliberate. Her breath caught. She squinted, trying to make out details, but the sun glared off the water, turning everything into shimmering ghosts.

She fumbled for the oars, but hesitated. Running would only draw more attention. Whoever it was, they already knew she was here.

She took a slow breath and kept still, waiting. The boat paused behind a stand of reeds. Silence pressed in all around her, as if the entire bay had gone still to listen.

Finally, the shape slipped away, swallowed by the marsh. Pearl exhaled shakily, her heart pounding against her ribs like a trapped crab.

She forced herself to count to ten before she picked up the oars again, turning the boat gently and rowing back toward the cottage. Each pull felt heavier now, her muscles tight with adrenaline.

When she reached the dock, she hauled herself up and untied the boat with trembling fingers. She cast one last glance at the marsh before hurrying inside.

Across the bay, Reid finished sorting his oysters and wiped his hands on a rag that once belonged to his grandfather. His eyes kept drifting toward the marsh where he’d seen Pearl rowing earlier.

The whole town might call her trouble, but Reid felt something else. A kind of kinship, like recognizing another wounded animal.

He’d watched her slip into the channel, her movements careful but determined. He had a sense of the old water paths - where the currents would fight her, where the mud would suck at her oars. And he saw, too, the shadow that followed her. A boat without sound, someone moving with an old, patient menace.

He clenched his jaw. Trouble. Shelby was right. But a deeper instinct tugged at him, the same instinct that had made him dive after Tommy all those years ago without thinking.

He glanced at the sky, measuring time by the angle of the sun. Then he shoved his work aside and unhooked his skiff. As he pushed off, the motor roared to life, shattering the quiet.

The water slapped against the hull as he maneuvered toward the marsh entrance, scanning the reeds for any sign of her. He cut the motor and let the skiff drift, listening. Nothing but the rustle of wind and the distant croak of a bullfrog.

He wanted to believe she had made it back safely, but the image of that silent boat haunted him.

Finally, he turned and headed for the Waverly cottage. As he neared the dock, he saw her standing on the porch, clutching the railing as if she might tip forward and vanish into the bay.

Their eyes met. Even across the water, the connection felt electric, a live wire humming between them.

Reid guided his skiff in and tied off. He climbed onto the dock, his boots landing with a heavy thud. Pearl straightened but didn’t move away.

"You alright?" he called, his voice lower than he meant it to be.

She hesitated, her lips parting as if to say something. But then she simply nodded.

"Someone followed you," he said. It wasn’t a question.

Her eyes flickered with fear before hardening into resolve. "I saw them," she admitted. "But I don’t know who they were."

Reid stepped closer. Up close, he could see the sheen of sweat on her neck, the fine tremble in her fingers. She smelled like salt and marsh grass, and something sweeter he couldn’t place.

"You got enemies here already?" he asked, squinting at her.

"Not yet," she said softly. "But I might, soon enough."

A long silence stretched between them, filled only by the creak of the dock and the sigh of the marsh beyond.

Reid swallowed hard. "If you’re gonna poke around in these waters, you best learn fast. Out here, secrets don’t stay buried. And folks don’t like when you start digging them up."

Pearl met his gaze without flinching. "I didn’t come here to make friends," she said. "I came to find the truth."

Reid studied her a moment longer, then gave a slow nod.

"Truth’s a dangerous thing around here," he said. "But if you’re set on it, you better have someone watch your back."

Her breath caught, her eyes widening slightly. "Are you offering?"

Reid didn’t answer right away. Instead, he looked past her, across the water that had been his life and his cage. Then he looked back, and something old and closed inside him cracked open just a hair.

"Maybe I am," he said finally, his voice rough.

Pearl’s lips curved into something that wasn’t quite a smile but wasn’t fear either.

Reid felt the first stirrings of a new tide rising inside him - pulling, relentless, and impossible to resist.
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Chapter Three - Rip Currents
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Reid woke before the first smear of gray had touched the horizon, his body already tense with the memory of yesterday’s encounter. Pearl had looked at him as if he were both a lifeline and a question she couldn’t quite solve.

He poured black coffee into a thermos and threw a few tools into his skiff. The water lapped softly against the pilings, a calm surface that belied the secrets hidden beneath. As he pushed off, the outboard motor sputtered and then settled into a low growl. He guided the skiff toward his lease beds, but his mind wasn’t on oysters.

His thoughts kept circling back to Pearl’s face - the set of her jaw, the flicker of something fierce and fragile in her eyes. He had seen plenty of newcomers over the years, tourists who came to gawk at the old oyster shacks and eat cheap fried shrimp before driving back to their pastel beach rentals. But Pearl was different. She didn’t just observe; she occupied.

By the time he anchored over the beds, the eastern sky had bloomed into soft pinks and oranges. He set the tongs into the water, the cold seeping up his arms as he strained against the weight. The oysters clattered into the boat, rough and stubborn, each one a small monument to patience and pain.

He worked in silence, pausing every so often to scan the horizon. Once, he thought he saw a shadow slip behind the distant spartina reeds, but when he looked again, there was nothing but the glitter of early sun on the water.

Finally, after filling two large buckets, he pulled anchor and drifted for a moment. The marsh rustled softly, a chorus of hidden life. He felt the bay’s quiet judgment, like an old friend scolding him for letting a stranger under his skin.

But the truth was, Reid hadn’t felt this alive since Tommy died. It terrified him - and it thrilled him, too.

Pearl watched from the porch as Reid’s skiff carved a thin scar across the water, heading back toward the docks. She’d barely slept, her mind cycling through fragments of her mother’s stories and that silent boat that had tracked her.

She spread out her papers on the porch table again: a tangled lineage chart, copies of old leases marked in red ink, and a black-and-white photograph of her mother standing on a dock, holding a basket of oysters as if it were a crown.

Pearl’s eyes softened as she traced her mother’s outline. The woman had been both delicate and hard-edged, the type who could charm a room one moment and slice a man’s pride the next. Growing up, Pearl had watched her mother drift through life like a wraith, always glancing over her shoulder, always wary of doors left ajar.
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