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PROLOGUE
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Crush Depth

Two hundred miles of freezing black nothing in every direction, and still, the most dangerous thing out here is standing right behind me.

I press my forehead against the porthole glass. It burns cold — a sharp, biting sting that reminds me I still have nerve endings, that my body hasn't gone completely numb from the inside out. Salt crystals have bloomed across the surface like frost on a dead man's eyelash. Beyond them, there is nothing. No horizon. No stars. Just the Bering Sea in January, vast and indifferent and so deeply, violently black it swallows the idea of light altogether.

The ship groans.

Not a creak. Not a gentle rocking-chair whine. A groan — low, metallic, almost biological — like something massive and ancient shifting in its sleep. Eighty tons of Arctic water slam against the hull every six seconds. I've counted. Counting is the only thing that keeps the panic from crawling up my throat and nesting behind my teeth.

One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six.

Impact.

The Leviathan shudders. My ribcage shudders with it.

I pull the sweater tighter around my body. His sweater. Heavy fisherman's wool, dark charcoal, reeking of brine and engine grease and something underneath both — something warm, animal, unmistakably him. It hangs past my thighs. The sleeves swallow my hands completely. I disappeared inside it hours ago, and part of me — a part I am no longer brave enough to examine — doesn't want to come back out.

That's the trick, isn't it? The slow, quiet theft of yourself. Not all at once. Never all at once. Just one small surrender after another until you wake up wearing the predator's skin and calling it comfort.

Behind me, the steel door opens.

I don't turn around. I don't need to. I know his weight by the way the floorboards shift. I know his breathing by the way the air in the cabin changes — thickens — as if the room itself contracts to make space for him. Torin doesn't enter a room. He fills it. He compresses whatever oxygen is left until your lungs have to work harder just to function in his proximity.

The lock turns.

Not a click. A deep, mechanical thud that reverberates through the steel frame of the door and into the soles of my bare feet. That sound used to make my stomach drop. Now it does something worse. It makes my shoulders relax.

His boots are heavy on the grated floor. Three steps. Four. He stops close enough that I feel the cold radiating off his oilskin jacket — the freezing deck air still trapped in the fabric — but he doesn't touch me. He never touches me first anymore. He waits. He's learned that the waiting is more effective than force, that my own body will betray me before his hands ever have to.

"Storm's getting worse." His voice is low. Not quiet — Torin is never quiet. His voice is simply pitched to a register that doesn't need volume. It cuts through the howling wind outside like a blade through wet rope. "Forecast says Force 10 by midnight."

I watch the porthole. A wall of black water rises on the other side of the glass, holds for a sickening moment, then crashes down. The ship rolls twenty degrees starboard. My bare feet slide on the cold steel. I grab the edge of his desk.

"How bad?"

"Bad enough that every man on that deck is roped to the rail."

Force 10. Sustained winds above fifty knots. Waves tall enough to bury the bow entirely. I've seen it once before, three weeks into the season, and I vomited until there was nothing left but bile and terror.

Now I just count.

One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six.

Impact.

"Come away from the glass." Not a request. Not a suggestion. An instruction delivered with the same flat authority he uses to command his crew, to break a man's arm, to decide who eats and who doesn't on a ship where he is the only law that matters.

I don't move. Not out of defiance — I burned through my defiance weeks ago, used it up like fuel in a storm. I don't move because the porthole is the last window I have into the world outside this cabin, and if I step away from it, there is only him. The four steel walls. The narrow bunk bolted to the floor. The space between his body and mine shrinking to nothing.

"Lira."

My name in his mouth. Low and deliberate, every syllable held a beat too long, as if he's tasting it. Claiming it.

I turn.

He's standing in the center of the cabin, filling the doorframe of shadow behind him. Salt water drips from his oilskin onto the floor in a slow, steady rhythm. His face is raw from wind — cheekbones sharp, lips cracked, that jagged scar through his left eyebrow catching the amber light of the single caged bulb overhead. His eyes are the worst part. Pale blue. Not sky-blue, not ocean-blue — ice-shelf blue. The color of something that has never once been warm.

Those eyes move down my body. His sweater on my frame. My bare legs beneath the hem. My fingers twisted in the cuffs. He takes inventory like a man counting cargo, and I stand there and let him because the alternative is the deck — nine men, black water, and freezing air that will kill me in under four minutes.

That's the math of this ship. That's the equation I solved on my second night aboard.

Die outside, or survive in here.

Surviving just costs everything I thought I was.

He reaches past me. His arm brushes my shoulder — barely, just enough to remind me how much larger he is, how little space I actually occupy in his world — and pulls the porthole cover shut. The black ocean vanishes. The cabin shrinks to the size of a coffin.

Just me. Just him. Just the groan of the Leviathan fighting the sea.

"Sit down." His hand finds the back of my neck. Rough fingers, calloused from steel cables and frozen rope, impossibly warm against my frozen skin. He doesn't squeeze. He holds. A steady, immovable pressure that says everything his voice doesn't.

You are mine. You stay where I put you. The ocean doesn't get to have you.

I sit on the edge of the bunk. He kneels in front of me — slowly, deliberately, as if lowering himself cost him something — and pulls a wool blanket around my legs. His knuckles graze my thigh. Accidental or calculated, I stopped being able to tell the difference somewhere around week three.

"You were shaking," he says. Flat. Almost clinical.

"I'm always shaking."

"Not like this." His thumb brushes my knee. Just once. "The glass is two inches thick. It won't break."

"I know."

"Then stop staring through it like it's your way out."

Something cracks inside my chest. Not loudly. Not dramatically. Just a hairline fracture in the wall I built around the last honest part of myself — the part that still remembers why I'm here.

I came aboard The Leviathan to run. Crushing debt. Men with dead eyes and pliers waiting for me in a parking garage in Anchorage. I falsified my résumé, lied about my experience, and climbed onto a crab boat in the deadliest ocean on earth because I thought the sea was the lesser monster.

I was wrong.

The sea is just the cage. Cold, black, infinite, inescapable. And inside the cage, there is Torin. The lock. The warmth. The hands that keep the wolves away and demand payment in a currency I didn't know I carried.

He stands. Towers. Looks down at me with those pale, glacial eyes.

"Sleep," he says. Another command. Another brick in the wall between me and every choice I used to have.

I pull his sweater over my knees, curl into the narrow bunk that smells like him and salt and dark rum, and close my eyes.

Somewhere below the waterline, the hull screams against the pressure of the deep.

I know exactly how it feels.
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ACT I: THE DEPARTURE
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Chapter 1
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Dead Weight

Diesel fumes and rotting king crab — that's what desperation smells like at the edge of the civilized world.

Dutch Harbor in January isn't a town. It's a wound in the Alaskan coastline that refuses to heal. Rusted cannery roofs sag under the weight of black ice. Fishing boats line the docks like battered soldiers waiting for orders nobody sane would give. The wind comes off the Bering Sea in horizontal sheets, carrying salt and sleet and the faint, sweet stench of something dead in the water.

I've been standing outside the Harbor Master's office for eleven minutes. My fingers stopped hurting six minutes ago. That's not a good sign. When the pain stops, the frostbite starts — I read that in a survival pamphlet stapled to the wall of the bus station in Anchorage, right next to a missing persons flyer and a handwritten ad for deckhand jobs that pay cash.

Cash. No name. No tax ID. No paper trail for Sergei Voronov's men to follow back to a woman who owes one hundred and forty-seven thousand dollars to people who collect debts with bolt cutters.

The pamphlet didn't mention what comes after frostbite. I didn't ask.

I pull the collar of my jacket higher. It's a city jacket — synthetic insulation, fashionable enough for Anchorage winters, laughably inadequate for a harbor town where the wind chill dips to negative thirty and nobody blinks. My boots are worse. Ankle-high, rubber-soled, already soaked through from the slush pooling between the dock planks. Every step sounds like chewing.

Inside the Harbor Master's office, a woman with a face like cured leather glances at my forged credentials and back at me. Twice.

"Deckhand experience on the Nordic Fury out of Kodiak," she reads aloud, voice flat as a gutting knife. "Two seasons."

"That's right."

"The Nordic Fury sank in 2023."

My stomach drops. "Records went down with it. Captain Haldorsen can vouch—"

"Haldorsen's been dead eight months." She sets the paper down. Studies me with the detached curiosity of someone examining a fish too small to keep. "You don't have sea legs. I can tell by the way you're standing — weight in your heels, bracing against nothing. Greenhorns do that."

"I'm not a greenhorn."

"Sweetheart, you're wearing ballet flats."

They're ankle boots. But I don't correct her because she's right about everything else, and we both know it. I've never set foot on a commercial vessel. I've never hauled a crab pot. I've never worked a winch, tied a bowline, or gutted anything larger than a trout at summer camp when I was twelve. My real résumé includes three semesters of art history at the University of Washington, fourteen months as a cocktail waitress at a casino in Anchorage, and a catastrophic talent for trusting the wrong men with borrowed money.

None of that goes on the form.

"There's one boat," she says, and something shifts in her expression — not pity, exactly, but the grim acknowledgment of someone who's watched desperate people board desperate ships before. "The Leviathan. Captain Voss needs a hand to replace the deckhand he lost last week."

"Lost?"

"Washed overboard in a rogue swell. Body hasn't surfaced." She pauses. "It won't."

Cold presses against my chest from the inside. Not the wind this time. Something deeper. Something that understands, on a cellular level, what "body hasn't surfaced" means in water that kills in ninety seconds.

"The Leviathan has a reputation," she continues, pulling a carbon-copy form from a drawer. "Captain Voss runs king crab in the worst waters off St. Paul Island. His crew is... unconventional."

"Unconventional how?"

"The kind of men who can't get hired anywhere else." She clicks her pen. "Ex-cons. Addicts in recovery. A few who probably should be in prison right now but aren't because nobody files charges two hundred miles offshore."

I stare at the form. Blue ink on yellow paper. A dotted line at the bottom waiting for my signature — or whatever name I'm using today.

"Pay?"

"Crew share. Cash on the dock when the hold's full. Could be fifteen, could be forty thousand depending on the haul. Captain takes his cut first."

Forty thousand. Enough to vanish. Enough to buy a bus ticket to a city Sergei's people have never heard of, rent a room with a deadbolt, and sleep without a kitchen knife under the pillow.

I sign the form. The name I write isn't mine.

"Berth 19." She tears the carbon copy free and slides it across the counter. "They leave with the tide at 0400. Don't be late. Voss doesn't wait."



Berth 19 is at the far end of the commercial dock, past the processor ships and the Coast Guard station, where the overhead lights thin out and the shadows between the hulls get thick enough to swallow sound.

The Leviathan is the ugliest vessel I've ever seen.

A hundred and twenty feet of battered steel, paint stripped to bare metal by salt and abuse. Rust bleeds down her sides in long, oxidized streaks that look disturbingly like dried blood in the amber glow of the dock lamps. Her superstructure rises three stories — wheelhouse, processing deck, crew quarters — a brutal stack of iron and function with zero regard for aesthetics. Crab pots the size of compact cars are stacked six high along the stern rail, lashed down with cables as thick as my wrist. The whole ship hums with the low vibration of idling engines, a mechanical heartbeat that reverberates through the dock planks and into the bones of my feet.

She doesn't look seaworthy. She looks hungry.

I shoulder my duffel — one bag, everything I own that isn't already in a pawnshop — and walk toward the gangway. The steel ramp is slick with ice. No railing. A four-foot drop to black water on either side, water so cold it steams faintly in the freezing air.

Halfway up, a voice stops me.

"Wrong boat, princess."

I look up. A man leans against the deck rail, arms crossed, cigarette pinched between cracked lips. Stocky, mid-forties, a face that's been rearranged at least once by something harder than a fist. His eyes are small and sharp and run down my body without the slightest pretense of subtlety.

"I'm the replacement deckhand," I say. "Harbor Master sent me."

He laughs. It's not a pleasant sound. "Mikkelsen, get over here. They sent us a girl."

A second man appears from behind a stack of pots. Taller, thinner, a neck tattoo crawling up past his jaw like black ivy. He looks at me like a dog looks at a bone someone else is holding.

"No way." Mikkelsen shakes his head. "Voss won't take her."

"Voss'll take whatever warm body fills the slot. You know that." The stocky one flicks his cigarette into the water. The ember hisses and dies. "What's your name, princess?"

"Lira Engström."

"Engström." He tastes the name, decides he doesn't care. "I'm Briggs. First mate. That's Mikkelsen. Rigging. And below deck you'll meet the rest of the animals." He steps aside just enough to let me pass, his shoulder brushing mine as I squeeze through the gap. "Welcome aboard the worst decision of your life."

The deck is chaos. Coiled rope, bait bins leaking fish oil, stacks of steel-framed pots not yet secured. Everything is wet. Everything is cold. The air tastes like iron and freezing brine, and beneath the engine's rumble, the hull pops and ticks as the metal contracts in the Arctic temperature.

I count five men on deck. None of them look at me like a colleague. They look at me like a problem. Or an opportunity.

Briggs points toward the stern. "Bunk's below. Port side, last rack. Stow your gear and stay out of the way until we clear the harbor."

I nod and move toward the hatch. My boots slip on the icy deck. I catch myself on a pot frame, the frozen steel biting through my thin gloves, and Mikkelsen watches the stumble with a smile that doesn't reach his eyes.

Below deck is worse. A narrow steel corridor lit by caged yellow bulbs, the air thick with diesel exhaust, sweat, and bilge water. The crew quarters are a row of coffin-sized racks bolted to the bulkhead — thin mattresses, no privacy, a shared head with a rusted drain. The last rack on port side is the lowest, six inches off the floor, wedged between the hull and a pipe that radiates engine heat.

I shove my duffel underneath and sit on the mattress. The foam is damp. The wool blanket smells like the man who used to sleep here — the man who went overboard and didn't come back.

Above me, boots pound the deck. The engine pitch shifts. Lines are cast off. The Leviathan lurches forward, and through the steel hull, I hear the dock pilings scrape along the port side one final time before falling away into silence.

Gone.

The shore. The roads. The buses. The airports. Every escape route I've ever known — gone in sixty seconds of churning propeller wash, replaced by the deep, bottomless growl of open ocean.

My hands shake. Not from the cold this time.

From the sudden, crystalline understanding that I've just locked myself inside a steel box with nine strangers and two hundred miles of killing water between me and the nearest door.

Somewhere above, a heavy tread crosses the wheelhouse floor. Slow. Deliberate. Footsteps that didn't rush because nothing on this ship moves without his permission.

The Captain.

I haven't met him yet. But I can already feel the weight of him pressing down through the decks like atmospheric pressure before a storm — invisible, inescapable, and tightening around everything.
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Chapter 2
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The Leviathan

"Briggs. The new deckhand — my wheelhouse. Now."

I don't wait for his answer. I don't need to. Briggs has crewed for me six seasons running, and in six seasons he's learned exactly one useful thing: when I give an order, the silence that follows isn't a pause for discussion. It's the sound of compliance already in motion.

The wheelhouse sits three stories above the main deck, encased in salt-crusted glass and riveted steel. From here, I see everything. The bow cutting through four-foot swells as we clear Unalaska Bay. The deck crew wrestling the last of the pot stacks into position. The black expanse of the Bering stretching out in every direction — flat, featureless, patient in the way only something that has killed thousands of men can be patient.

I run my thumb along the edge of the navigation console. Cold metal. Familiar. The only surface in the world that has never lied to me.

The Leviathan is a hundred and twenty-two feet of welded steel, twin Caterpillar diesels, and the accumulated stink of thirty years of king crab hauls. She's ugly. She lists two degrees to starboard in calm water because of a patch job on the hull I never bothered to fix properly. Her radar housing is held together with marine epoxy and profanity. But she moves through heavy seas like a fist through wet paper — blunt, relentless, indifferent to pain — and that's the only quality I've ever respected in anything.

The weather fax spits out the latest forecast. A low-pressure system building northwest of St. Paul Island. Winds increasing to forty knots by tomorrow evening. Seas twelve to sixteen feet. Survivable, but ugly. The kind of crossing that separates the men who belong out here from the ones who should have stayed behind a desk in Anchorage.

I fold the printout, slide it into my logbook, and check the security monitors.

Four cameras. Deck, processing bay, crew quarters, engine room. Grainy black-and-white feeds cycling on a twelve-inch screen bolted above the chart table. I installed them myself after the incident in 2021 — a deckhand named Parris who decided to settle a debt dispute with a filleting knife at two in the morning. Parris went overboard. The knife went with him. Official report says rogue wave. The cameras know better, and so do I.

Crew quarters. Bottom-left feed.

She's sitting on Dominik's old rack. The dead man's rack. Her knees are drawn up, her arms wrapped around her shins, and she's staring at the pipe running along the bulkhead as if it might tell her something useful. She's still wearing that ridiculous city jacket. Her bag is shoved under the bunk — barely any luggage. Running light. Running fast.

Running from something specific.

I knew the moment I read her file. "Lira Engström." Clean Nordic surname, probably borrowed from a phone book. Two seasons on the Nordic Fury — a vessel that conveniently sits at the bottom of the Gulf of Alaska along with every personnel record it ever carried. No emergency contact listed. No next of kin. She filled in the medical section with one word: None.

Nobody writes "none" for medical history unless they don't want anyone looking too closely at who they actually are.

I pull up the camera feed on the crew quarters and study her. Mid-twenties. Maybe a hundred and fifteen pounds soaking wet, which she will be permanently within forty-eight hours. Her hands are wrong — soft, uncalloused, the hands of someone who's never hauled a braided steel cable in a Force 8 gale. Her shoulders are wrong, too. Narrow. Hunched. The posture of a woman trying to take up less space, to fold herself small enough that the world's teeth might pass over her.

She won't last three days on the crab deck.

I should have turned her away. Any rational captain would have. A green deckhand with fabricated credentials on the deadliest fishing ground in the Northern Hemisphere is a liability — dead weight that slows the operation and puts the rest of the crew at risk. I've sent men back down the gangway for less. I once refused a deckhand because he couldn't tie a bowline in under four seconds. Standards exist for a reason on a vessel where a single mistake feeds you to the hydraulic block or the ocean, whichever is hungrier.

But I didn't refuse her. I read the file Briggs handed me an hour before departure, saw the gaps and the lies and the poorly concealed panic between the lines, and I signed the intake form without a word.

Why?

The honest answer is one I'm not ready to put into language yet. It sits low in my gut like ballast — heavy, shifting, not entirely stable. When Briggs radioed up to confirm the new hand was aboard, something in my chest wall tightened. Not concern. Not curiosity. Something older. Something with teeth.

I've commanded this ship for eleven years. In that time, I've employed forty-seven men. I've buried — officially or otherwise — six of them. I've broken bones, shattered jaws, and once held a man's hand flat against the processing table while the hydraulic press came within a quarter-inch of crushing every finger bone he owned. That was Devereaux, season four, who thought skimming from the catch was a victimless crime.

No one has skimmed since.

These are the math of The Leviathan. Pain is currency. Fear is governance. And I am the only bank and the only court that operates within a three-hundred-mile radius of absolute nothing.

Footsteps on the ladder. Briggs appears first — stocky, wind-burned, that permanent half-squint from too many seasons staring into sleet. Behind him, she climbs through the wheelhouse hatch, and the first thing I notice is the way her eyes move.

Not to me. Not immediately. She scans the room — the instrument panels, the chart table, the radar screen, the exits. She catalogs the space the way prey catalogs a clearing before stepping into it. How many directions can I run? How fast can I reach the door? She does this in under two seconds, a reflex so practiced it's almost invisible.

Almost.

Whatever she's running from taught her that skill. And whatever it is, it's worse than a crab boat in the Bering Sea, because she chose this.

Then her eyes find me.

I'm standing with my back to the forward windows. Arms folded. Feet planted wide on the rolling deck — automatic, a balance shaped by eleven years of heavy seas that my body maintains without conscious input. I'm aware of what she sees. Six-three. Two hundred and forty pounds, most of it functional mass built by hauling steel in subzero conditions. The scar through my eyebrow — a parting gift from a snapped cable in 2019 that opened me to the bone and missed my left eye by a centimeter. Oilskin jacket still wet from the deck. Hands scarred across every knuckle.

She doesn't flinch. But her pupils dilate. Fractionally. Involuntarily. The animal brain doing what the conscious mind won't — acknowledging a predator in the room.

Good.

"Leave us," I tell Briggs.

He hesitates. One second. That's all I allow. He reads my expression, and the hesitation dies. The hatch closes behind him with a metallic clang.

Silence. Just the diesel throb beneath our feet and the muffled percussion of the bow punching through the first real swells of the open strait.

I let it stretch. Fifteen seconds. Twenty. Silence is a tool, and I've spent years sharpening it. Most men break at ten seconds — they cough, they shift their weight, they fill the void with noise because human beings are hardwired to fear empty space. She holds. Her jaw is tight, her fingers knotted at her sides, but she holds.

Interesting.

"Engström." I taste the false name. It means nothing. "Your credentials are fabricated. Your sea time is fictional. And the Nordic Fury's last captain is dead, which you either didn't know or were counting on."

Her throat moves. A single, involuntary swallow.

"I don't care." I unfold my arms and step forward. One step. Just enough to close the distance from comfortable to claustrophobic. "Whatever you're hiding, whatever sent you running to the edge of the earth with a fake name and a bag light enough to throw overboard — that belongs to the land. The land is gone."

She glances toward the forward windows. Behind me, through the glass, the last gray smudge of the Aleutian coastline is dissolving into fog and swell. When she looks back, something in her expression has shifted. Not surrender. Not yet. But the beginning of understanding.

"On this ship, there is one rule." I keep my voice level. Low. The frequency that carries through steel walls and closed doors and the howling of a North Pacific gale. "My word. That's the rule. Not Briggs's word. Not the Coast Guard's word. Mine. You eat when I say. You sleep where I say. You work the shifts I assign, and when I tell you to move, you move before the sentence ends."

Her breathing has changed. Shallow. Fast. The respiration rate of a cornered animal calculating whether to fight or freeze.

"You break that rule, and I put you off this vessel. Not at a port." I hold her gaze. Those wide, dark eyes with the fear swimming just beneath the surface like something alive. "In the water. Do you understand?"

Three seconds pass.

"Yes."

One word. Quiet. Stripped of everything except the raw acknowledgment that she has just entered a kingdom with a single monarch and no constitution.

"Galley duty until I decide otherwise. You don't touch the pots, you don't touch the hydraulics, and you don't go on the crab deck without my explicit say-so. You stay visible. You stay useful. And you stay out of the crew's way after dark."

"After dark?"

I study her. The question isn't naive. It's diagnostic. She's asking me to confirm what she already suspects — that the men sleeping twenty feet from her rack are not the kind of men a woman wants to be alone with when the lights go out and the nearest law enforcement is a satellite phone call and a six-hour helicopter ride away.

"After dark," I repeat. Flat. Final. Letting the implication settle into her bloodstream like ice water.

She nods. The motion is small, tight, controlled. She turns toward the hatch.

"Engström."

She stops. Her hand is on the steel rim of the hatchway, knuckles white.

"Whatever name is on those papers isn't yours. Next time I ask you a question, I expect the real answer. Not the one you rehearsed on the bus ride to Dutch Harbor."

She doesn't respond. She descends the ladder with careful, rigid movements, and I listen to her boots on the rungs — light, unsteady, the sound of someone learning how to move through a world that tilts and heaves beneath every step.

I turn back to the monitors.

Crew quarters feed. She reappears on the grainy screen, sits on the dead man's rack, and pulls her knees to her chest. Her lips are moving. Counting something. Seconds, maybe. Heartbeats.

I watch her for a long time.

The Bering Sea groans against the hull, and somewhere deep in the engine room, the pistons hammer their relentless rhythm — the mechanical heartbeat of a ship that answers to no one but me.

Neither will she. Eventually.

It's just a matter of pressure.
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Chapter 3
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Brine and Blood

Seventy-two hours without solid ground, and my body has declared mutiny against my brain.

The nausea hit fourteen hours out of Dutch Harbor — a slow, insidious rolling in my stomach that started as discomfort and escalated into a full biological revolt somewhere around hour twenty. I vomited in the head until my ribs ached and my throat tasted like battery acid. Then I vomited in a bait bucket on the processing deck because I couldn't make it below in time. Then I dry-heaved into the galley sink while Briggs watched from the doorway with his arms crossed and that expression men wear when they're calculating exactly how useless you are.

By hour forty, my body ran out of material to reject and settled into a constant, low-grade misery — a seasickness that doesn't crest or break but just sits behind my sternum like a fist, squeezing every time the hull rolls through a trough.

The Leviathan doesn't glide through swells. She bludgeons them. Every wave is a collision — bow meets water, steel meets force, and everything unsecured on board shifts, rattles, crashes. My spine absorbs every impact through the thin mattress of the dead man's rack. Sleep comes in fragments. Ninety minutes, then a slam against the hull jolts me awake with my heart hammering so hard I can see my own pulse in the caged bulb overhead.

The cold is the other thing.

Not cold the way Anchorage is cold — dry, manageable, something a decent jacket and a warm car can solve. This cold is wet. It crawls inside everything. It finds the gaps between the steel plates, seeps through the insulation around the pipes, saturates the air below deck until every breath feels like inhaling damp cement. My fingers are swollen and stiff. The skin on my knuckles has split from the constant moisture — shallow cracks that weep pink fluid and sting when I grip anything metal, which is everything on this ship. Everything is steel. The walls, the floor, the bunks, the ladder rungs, the handles, the hatch rims. Cold, sweating, salt-corroded steel that sucks the heat from your palms on contact.

I've been assigned galley duty. This means I prepare meals for nine men in a kitchen the size of a bathroom stall, working around a two-burner propane stove bolted to the counter and a refrigeration unit that rattles like it's housing a trapped animal. The food is institutional. Canned chili, frozen ground beef, instant coffee strong enough to dissolve a spoon, and bread that went stale before we left port. I cook in quantities I've never handled — fifteen pounds of pasta, industrial cans of tomato sauce, vats of oatmeal thick enough to caulk a hull seam.

The men eat in shifts. Four at a time, crammed around a bolted-down table in the mess, shoveling food with the mechanical urgency of bodies burning five thousand calories a day in subzero conditions. They don't thank me. They don't acknowledge me except as a function — the thing that produces hot food between eighteen-hour deck shifts.

That's during the day.

After dark is different.

I feel it the first night. A shift in the atmospheric pressure of the crew quarters — subtle, animal, like a room changes when the rules governing it dissolve. The overhead lights cut to red at 2200 hours, casting everything in a dim, arterial glow. The men not on watch retreat to their racks. Conversation drops to murmurs. And the way they look at me changes.

Not all of them. Okafor, the engineer — a massive, silent Nigerian man who spends his shifts elbow-deep in diesel engines — doesn't look at me at all. He sleeps with his back to the corridor, headphones on, a deliberate withdrawal from whatever happens in the red-light hours. Phelan, the youngest deckhand, barely nineteen, avoids eye contact with everyone. He reads paperback westerns in his rack and flinches when the hull groans too loud.

But Briggs watches. From his rack directly across the corridor, three feet away, close enough that I can hear his breathing shift when I turn over. His eyes catch the red light and hold it. He doesn't speak. He doesn't have to. The watching is the message.

And Mikkelsen.

Mikkelsen is worse because Mikkelsen isn't subtle. He makes noise. He clears his throat when I pass. He stands in doorways a beat too long, forcing me to angle my body sideways to squeeze through, manufacturing contact — his chest against my shoulder, his hip against mine. Yesterday he cornered me in the galley while I was scrubbing a stockpot and leaned close enough that I could smell the tobacco and fish guts on his breath.

"You know what happened to the last guy who had your rack?" His voice was a murmur, pitched below the engine noise. "Went over the starboard rail in eight-foot seas. Body never turned up. Crabs probably got him. Took maybe three minutes to die." He paused. "It's real cold out there, princess. Real cold and real dark. A person could go missing easy."

He straightened and left. Casual. A man delivering weather information.

That was thirty hours ago, and I haven't slept since.

The morning of day three, I burn the oatmeal. A stupid mistake — the propane burner runs hot on the port side, and I forgot to compensate, and now the bottom of the vat is a charred, smoking ruin that fills the galley with acrid haze.

"Jesus Christ." Briggs appears in the doorway. "You trying to sink us with your cooking?"

"The burner runs uneven."

"Every burner on a crab boat runs uneven. Adjust." He grabs a mug from the drying rack, fills it with black coffee, and drinks without wincing. "Voss wants the deck hosed before the next pot string. Grab the pressure washer from the equipment locker. Port side, behind the bait freezer."

I stare at him. "I was told galley duty only."

"You were told to stay useful. Scraping burnt porridge off a stockpot isn't useful. Move."

The deck in January is a different planet.

I step through the main hatch and the wind hits me like a physical assault — a horizontal wall of frozen air that drives needles into every exposed inch of skin. My eyes water instantly, tears freezing on my lower lashes before they can fall. The sky is the color of old iron, low and featureless, pressing down on the ocean like a lid. Swells roll past the hull in long, muscular ridges — dark green, almost black, streaked with white foam that the wind shears off the crests and flings across the deck in stinging horizontal sheets.

I can't see land. I haven't been able to see land since the first afternoon. There is nothing in any direction except water and sky and the terrible, indifferent vastness of an ocean that doesn't know I exist and wouldn't pause if I fell into it.

The deck is a slaughterhouse. Remnants of yesterday's haul coat every surface — crab guts, fish oil, streaks of dark fluid I can't identify and don't want to. The non-skid plating is slick with a film of frozen brine that turns every step into a negotiation between my boot soles and gravity. I grab the rail with both hands and move in short, deliberate steps, keeping my center low, channeling every ounce of attention into not falling.

The equipment locker is a steel box welded to the port bulkhead. I wrench the handle — frozen, naturally — and drag the pressure washer's hose across the deck, connecting it to the seawater intake valve the way I watched Okafor do yesterday. The pump kicks on with a guttural roar. Ice-cold seawater blasts from the nozzle at a hundred and fifty PSI, and I aim it at the nearest section of deck plating, watching the slurry of guts and brine sluice toward the scuppers.

My hands go numb in three minutes. The spray kicks back off the steel and soaks my sleeves, my chest, the front of my jeans. The wind turns the moisture to ice almost instantly. I can feel my core temperature dropping — a slow, systemic drain, like someone opened a valve at the base of my spine and is letting the warmth bleed out degree by degree.

I'm forty minutes in when I notice them.

Mikkelsen and a deckhand I only know as Sutter — wiry, mid-fifties, a face like a hatchet and a voice like gravel in a blender — standing near the bait station, twenty feet aft. They're not working. They're watching. Mikkelsen has a gutting knife in his right hand, turning it slowly between his fingers. Not threatening. Not yet. Just present. A visual reminder of what tools are available on a deck with no witnesses and no law.

Sutter says something I can't hear over the wind. Mikkelsen laughs. The sound is high and thin, stripped of anything resembling humor, carried away by the gale before it reaches me.

My grip tightens on the pressure washer nozzle. The icy spray shakes in my hands. Not from the cold. From the spreading, primal recognition that I am standing on an exposed deck in the middle of the Bering Sea with two men who are measuring the distance between themselves and me, and that the math they're doing has nothing to do with crab quotas.

I finish the section I'm on. I coil the hose. I walk back toward the main hatch at a pace that is deliberate and controlled, because running on a frozen deck is suicide and running from predators is an invitation.

The hatch opens before I reach it.

Torin fills the frame. Oilskin jacket, wool watch cap, those pale eyes cutting through the freezing mist like signal flares. He doesn't look at me. He looks past me, over my shoulder, toward the bait station where Mikkelsen and Sutter are still standing.

The men see him. The knife disappears into Mikkelsen's coat. Sutter picks up a coil of rope and pretends to inspect it.

Torin says nothing. The silence extends like a held breath — five seconds, ten — and in that silence, his gaze does the work of a loaded weapon. Slow. Precise. Moving from Mikkelsen to Sutter and back again, cataloging, filing, promising something that doesn't require words because the promise is already written in the scar on his face and the reputation that precedes him through every port in the Aleutians.

Then he steps aside. Just enough to let me through the hatch.

As I pass, close enough to feel the cold radiating off his jacket, his hand closes around my upper arm. Not hard. Not gentle. A grip set at a pressure that said one thing — the pressure that says stop.

"Tomorrow," he says, low enough that the wind buries it before it reaches the deck, "you don't come out here without me."

He releases my arm.

The hatch slams shut behind me, and I stand in the dim corridor, soaked, frozen, shaking, listening to the muffled sound of his boots crossing the deck toward the bait station.

Toward them.
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Chapter 4
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Below Deck

Four cameras. Twelve-inch monitor. Grainy resolution that turns faces into approximations and shadows into suggestions. It's enough.

I've been watching her for nine hours.

Not continuously. I'm not some land-locked voyeur with idle time and a fixation. I run a crab boat in the most violent fishing ground on the planet, and that means sixteen-hour shifts on the bridge monitoring weather systems, calculating drift patterns, coordinating pot strings with the deck boss, and keeping nine men alive who would cheerfully kill each other over a disputed bunk assignment. The cameras are a management tool. They tell me who's working, who's sleeping, who's stealing from the bait locker, and who's about to do something catastrophic with a hydraulic winch.
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