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Predawn Arrival

––––––––
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THE GATE LIGHT CLICKED from red to green with a tired blink, and the security arm lifted just high enough to make Dax duck his head though he was in a pickup, not on foot. The world beyond the chain link was all gray-on-gray: fog stitched low, concrete wet enough to reflect the sodium lamps in long gold stitches, gulls like torn envelopes riding the dark. Out on the water, something heavy shouldered the surface—maybe a harbor seal, maybe a ferry’s wake collapsing into itself.

He parked where the sign told contractors to park, because that’s what he’d been told to be this week: not a star, not an exception. “Temporary contractor—training observer—Rivera, Dax.” The words had been on the email with the embed agreement. They’d looked almost believable on the PDF.

He shut off the engine and felt the quiet pour in. For once he wasn’t flanked by a publicist with ten bullet points about optics, or a driver asking if he wanted coffee “like usual.” There was no usual here yet. He stepped out into air that tasted like zinc and salt, pulled his knit cap down, and shouldered the gear bag a friend from his stunt team had insisted he bring. It held exactly what the pre-brief had told him to bring: steel-toe boots he’d broken in for weeks, thermal base layer, a notebook, nothing with logos.

The yard was awake. Not awake like a set—no shouted “rolling,” no dolly squeak, no circle of grips around a citrus box pretending it was a table. Awake like a school of fish: small movements adding up to direction. A forklift ghosted past with a slow-beating alarm; someone walked by with a coil of line over one shoulder, the tail flicking like a horse’s. A radio crackled somewhere with a voice that made him think of rocks and rain: “Copy, wheel stop is placed. Come easy.”

He followed the “VISITORS—SIGN IN” arrow to a portable building with peeling paint and a metal ramp. Inside, a heater clacked, a bulletin board was crowded with laminated cards and a printed schedule—MONTHLY DRILLS: MAN OVERBOARD, HAZARD WALK, CONFINED SPACE ENTRY. A cat lay on the windowsill, an oil-slick patchwork creature with one ear nicked and the sleep of a creature who had picked its warm spots very carefully.

“Name?” the guard asked without looking up. He wore a wool beanie and the expression of a man who had seen every flavor of early morning.

“Rivera. Dax.” He waited for the flicker. It didn’t come. The guard’s pen scratched.

“Here for the embed. You’re on the list.” The guard turned the clipboard around. “Print and sign. Read the rules while you’re at it. Safety officer’ll be here in two.”

The Rules were a single sheet, dense and un-insulting. PPE at all times on the apron—hard hat, PFD when near the apron edge, gloves. No improvising, no entering marked zones, follow buddy system, toolbox talk daily. He’d read them before. He read them again anyway and pictured himself doing them, like blocking on a set, except this wouldn’t be blocking and there wouldn’t be marks.

The door opened behind him with a gust of cold. The air in the room sharpened. The cat, who had not cared that he existed, lifted its head with the air of hearing something it liked.

“Gasket,” the newcomer said, and the cat made the smallest chirp.

He turned. She was not taller than him, and didn’t need to be. The hard hat tucked under her arm had a strip of reflective tape that had seen better days. Her rain shell wasn’t glossy; it had been mended at the cuff. Her eyes did a thing that started with him and ended with the board and the cat and the clock in a single clean pass.

“Quinton,” the guard said, and the respect in it was simple.

“Morning, Will.” She slid the hard hat onto the counter, the motion unhurried, and looked at Dax again. “You’re the observer. Rivera.”

“Yes.” His voice sounded normal, even in his own ears. “Dax is fine.”

She gave the smallest nod, a tick to the side that said she’d heard him and would decide later whether she’d use it. “Lara Quinton, safety officer. If I say stop, you stop. If I say don’t, you don’t. You’ll be with Bosun Márquez this week; you don’t go anywhere he isn’t, unless it’s to the restroom or the muster point. You’ll keep your hands out of your pockets and your eyes open. We good?”

––––––––
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“YES,” HE SAID, AND meant it. “We’re good.”

She looked at the clipboard, ran a finger under his name because people checked things with their eyes and with their hands here, then pointed at a rack beside the door. “Pick a hard hat, size that fits. No stickers. Gloves, size medium?” She’d taken in his hands without looking like she was taking in his hands.

“Medium is good,” he said. He slid on a hat, adjusted the suspension band until it gripped but didn’t pinch. He selected gloves with the same attention, flexed them, looked at the fingertips—not because he knew what he was looking for here, but because he had learned that people who cared about details could tell when you were pretending.

“Steel toes?” she asked.

He tipped his foot so the cap showed in the scuffed leather. Her mouth moved a millimeter. Approval, human-sized.

Gasket hopped off the windowsill like the floor was always ready to catch her, twined around Lara’s shin and then—betrayal—bumped gently against Dax’s boot. Dax stilled, the way you do when a powerful creature decides to be charmed by you and you don’t want to break the spell. Gasket sniffed at his laces and sat. He didn’t try to pet her. The room noticed.

“Traitor,” Will muttered. Lara rubbed the cat’s spine with the side of her boot, precise even in affection.

“Orientation in five on the car deck,” she said, and the word car came out like a clock chime—flat, definitive. “Follow me. Will, log him through.”

They stepped back into the gray. The fog had thickened, a quiet animal pressing against everything. A ferry loomed to their left, its name—RAINMERE—only half visible on the hull, the letters vanishing into mist between the A and the N. The ramp up to the car deck rose like a tongue. She moved with economy, not wasting any step, and he matched without thinking, finding her cadence, breathing in time with the place.

“Why the car deck for orientation?” he asked, because questions were his default and because silence turned into the wrong theater when people thought he was performing it.

“Because we’re moving tools and people through it all day. The air moves there. People hear better when the walls are big.” She cut him a look, not unkind. “Also because it’s where you’ll forget you’re near water and then you’ll make a bad decision. So we build the habit of remembering.”

He filed the sentence like a line that would never make it into a script and should have. Build the habit of remembering.

They topped the ramp and entered a world of echo. The car deck was a cavern of painted lanes and stanchions, the far end open to fog and water. Light stripped in through open doors, turning every breath into a thin white thread. A dozen people clustered near a yellow bollard marked M3. Their body language said awake. Some leaned on hips with mugs in hand, some stood with hands loose at their sides. The lines on their faces were interesting. They looked like people whose faces did different things in weather.

“Morning,” Lara said, not raising her voice. It carried anyway. Heads turned, conversations cut themselves off politely. The cluster widened and without anyone cueing it, they made a half circle that included him. He felt the inclusion and did not let it hit the fragile places.

“This is Rivera,” Lara said. “Observer. He’s here to learn how we do safety so he can copy us where he works. He is not a stunt. He does what we say and goes where we tell him. He’s on Márquez today.”

A man with a beard that had lost a war with salt and a grin that had not lost any wars lifted his mug. “Nico Márquez,” he said. “Bosun, if we’re being formal. Nico, if we’re being realistic. You with me, actor boy.”

Dax didn’t flinch at actor boy, partly because Nico’s tone wasn’t sharpened and partly because Dax had been called worse by better. “With you,” he said. “And thank you for having me.”

“This is a toolbox talk,” Lara continued. “We do it every morning. We go over the plan for the day, the hazards we expect and the ones we’re pretending we don’t expect. Then we tell the truth about both.” She glanced at a laminated card and then at them, and he realized the glance was habit—the real check was in her eyes on their faces. “Weather: dense fog, light breeze from the south. Tides are lazy, which can make people stupid. Work today: welders on the upper deck of Number Two, engine room inspections on Number Four, paint prep on the west bulkhead, line-throw practice for Tamsin after lunch. Hazards: wet surfaces, fog horns, hot work up top. Mitigations: watch your feet, use hearing protection when horns test, stay clear of marked zones, and if you don’t know, ask.”

She took a breath. “Everyone had breakfast? Hydrated? Anyone not fit to work?” It was said without judgment and with the expectation someone could say yes and not be fired. A young deckhand—Tamsin, by the age and the sharp, unhidden attention—lifted her thermos in answer like a salute. No one else spoke, which could mean all kinds of things, but the circle agreed it meant all of them were good.

“Rivera,” Lara said, and the way she said it lifted his head before he knew he was responding. “What’s our muster point if we have to evacuate the car deck?”

He’d memorized the map in the email, because his fear wasn’t that he’d be caught not knowing. It was that he’d be caught pretending. “Northwest corner by the life ring cabinet,” he said. “Past the M3 bollard, under the blue sign with the triangle.”

Nico made a pleased sound in his throat. Someone else—he’d learn names later—said, “Teacher’s pet already,” but the tone was breeze-light.

“Correct,” Lara said, or rather didn’t say incorrect. Her gaze moved on. “Márquez, you’ve got him for the morning. Keep him outside hot work zones. Show him lines first. Lunch at eleven-fifteen. Questions, corrections, complaints?” She waited. Silence, but the good kind.

Dax lifted a hand. He saw her eyebrows tick, the smallest yes. “I read about heaving lines,” he said. “I’m a kinesthetic learner and I’m going to want to try. Is there a way to practice where failure won’t hurt anyone?”

Nico laughed outright. “Now there’s a sentence I wish I heard more; put it on a T-shirt.”

“Yes,” Lara said. “We have a dummy ‘Oscar’ and a length of line we ruin on purpose. Post-lunch, if your morning is clean. This morning you watch and carry.”

He nodded, and let the second half settle. You watch and carry. Not glamorous. Maybe not visible. Possibly the last possible work that would fit the version of him the internet had decided to understand. He felt a relief that was stupid in its intensity.

“What’s the hand signal for hold at the capstan versus hold at the winch?” he asked, because he had memorized those too but wanted to hear her voice assign them in this air, to anchor the knowledge to the way she moved her hands.

She demonstrated, bare fingers, crisp and quick. “Fist with the thumb down for capstan, palm flat for winch. But you won’t be signaling. You’ll be carrying.”

“Carrying,” he echoed, smiling because honesty was a relief even when it took you offstage.

“Okay,” she said, and they were dismissed without her saying dismissed, the circle dissolving into pairs and singles and motion. Someone hit a switch and a horn tested low and deliberate; the sound crawled his spine like a memory he didn’t have.

“Coffee first,” Nico said at his ear. “Because your hands should be warm when you handle line, and because we are not animals, whatever Huck says.” He started walking, and Dax fell in. Huck—whoever that was—waited at the boundaries of Dax’s attention like a storm you could smell and couldn’t see yet.

They crossed to a corner where a rolling cart lived—thermoses, paper cups, industrial sugar dispenser with a cap like a nautical knob. The coffee was hot and tasted like it had been roasted on principle. Dax warmed his hands around the cup and didn’t drink yet. He watched where people dropped their cups when they finished (a bin lined with a contractor bag, not the deck) and where they stowed the cream (nowhere; cream was a summer sacrifice, apparently).

“You’re really here to learn,” Nico said, not a question.

“Yes,” Dax said. He took his first sip. It was better than it smelled, which was also like a lot of things in his life when you actually showed up. “I’ve done practical for years—the work I could do without making insurance cry. I got hurt on the last one. Some of that was on me. Some of it wasn’t. The press thought it was all ego. And maybe some of it was. I don’t know. I just know I want the next thing to be honest. I don’t want to fake throwing a heaving line when people do it here so nobody dies.”

Nico’s grin softened until it was something else. “People die here anyway, sometimes,” he said, tone matter-of-fact. “Less when we’re lucky and smart. Lara’s job is to bias us toward smart. Your job is to not bias us toward unlucky.”

“I can do that,” Dax said, and meant it with a sincerity that embarrassed him, which he let sit.

“Good,” Nico said. “Gloves. We’re going to go look at rope like it’s a library.”

They were moving again, this time toward a rack where coils of line hung like ribs in a whale. Each had a tag. Each tag had letters that meant something: diameter, fiber, service history. Nico showed him a heaving line—lighter, with a monkey’s fist knot at one end—and then the heavier mooring line it would drag. He showed him how to coil so the line would pay out without hockling, how to flake it so it would run like thought. He made Dax do it, hands cold and then warmer inside the gloves, muscles remembering other things but sending their attention here. Dax listened with his hands.

“This one’s had a repair,” Nico said, pointing to a splice that was a hair rougher than perfect. “We’re retiring it after next month. We push our luck with paint, not with lines. Here—tell me why we don’t put the monkey’s fist in a man's pocket when we’re done.”

“Because then he sits down,” Dax guessed, “and—” He stopped, because he could see it. The weight in the pocket, the accidental drop, the line trailing, the tail caught. “Because the pocket becomes a snag waiting to happen.”

“Because the pocket becomes a snag,” Nico repeated, approving, and hung the line where it belonged. “Also because if you forget it in there, you’ll either break your thigh or your washing machine.” He said it the way you said things that were funny because they were true.

A clatter sounded fifteen yards away—a shackle kissing the deck with the crisp metallic ring of something that could bruise. Reflex moved Dax’s feet. He was where it had fallen without thinking, stopping two yards out because the man nearby already had hands on it and because there was a yellow tape line he hadn’t crossed and because he was learning, fast, that here your first job was to see who was already acting.

Lara was there before both of them. Of course she was. “You okay?” she asked the welder, and looked at his hands and eyes while he said yes. She squatted, picked up the shackle, examined the pin. “This one’s done,” she said. “See this?” She held it so the welder could see a hairline in the metal. It might have been a scratch, if you were someone else. “Microfractures don’t start out loud. Will you swap it out at supply and tag this red?”

“Yep,” the welder said, his pride not stung because she’d given him the job and not the blame.

Her gaze slid to Dax. “Good stop,” she said. “Better not to step into a zone you haven’t been invited to. You’ll get there. Watching is a skill, too.”

He nodded. It landed somewhere old in him—how watching, when done well, was a way to love the work without needing to be seen by it.

“Question,” he said, because he had promised himself one idiot one. “Why do you call the rescue mannequin ‘Oscar’?”

For the first time he saw her mouth do something like a smile and not immediately recover. “Because everything gets a name here,” she said. “And because when you throw a line and yell ‘OSCAR OVERBOARD’ you’re less likely to swallow your own tongue if you’ve said it before in practice.” She tilted her head. “What do you call fake dead people where you work?”

“Props,” he said, then amended: “Stunt doubles, when we forget where the line between storage and person is.”

“Don’t forget here,” she said, still almost smiling. “Even the things that can’t breathe can break your foot.”

Her radio crackled. She listened, the muscles along her jaw doing the smallest work. “Copy,” she said. To Dax and Nico: “We’ll break in ten for hearing protection; Number Two is testing horns. After that, Rivera, you’re going to walk the perimeter with me. I want to see what you notice.”

He didn’t know if that was a test or a courtesy. He decided it was both, because both seemed to be the grammar here.

The horn test made the air stampede through his head. He pulled the muffs down over his ears and felt the pressure of the sound anyway, the way you feel a bass line through ribs. He watched Lara watch the people. Her attention didn’t flit; it rested, then moved, then rested again. He realized that’s what had felt like weather when she’d walked into the sign-in room. She moved like someone who believed that attention changed outcomes.

“When you walk,” she said when the horns were quiet again and the fog absorbed their echoes, “look for what would hurt a distracted person, not just what would hurt a careful one. We aren’t careful all day. We take turns with careful.”

They walked. He pointed out a puddle that looked like nothing until you saw the oil rainbow skinning it; she showed him where a caution cone closed a small square of deck where a bolt stuck up like a worm’s tooth. He noticed a safety placard with a corner peeled loose. “Old glue,” he said, itching to fix it, the way his grandmother’s plastic drawer liners had always asked your fingers to smooth them.

“And also old information,” she said, because she had read it while he was looking at its corner. “We updated the emergency numbers a month ago. That’s why we do hazard walks. Familiar turns into invisible.”

They paused at the open end of the car deck where fog made a room out of the water. A gull materialized, considered them, and kept going. The tide breathed against the pilings; he could feel it in his knees. He watched Lara watch the surface, the way someone who could hear a language reads a subtitle and the sound at the same time.

“Why ferries?” he asked before he could tell himself to shut up. “You could be anywhere with that voice.”

She didn’t ask what voice. She kept her eyes on the water. “I used to do search and rescue,” she said, and her tone flattened to a simple bridge. “Volunteer nights. The kind where we’d hope someone didn’t drink and decide the dark was for swimming. One night someone promised we could shave two minutes if we launched before we finished the checklist. The weather said no. Someone died. I like ferries because what we do you can name and count. And because we can decide to never shave those two minutes. That decision saves people I’ll never meet.”

He didn’t say sorry. He had learned that sorry, in some rooms, asked the speaker to move their grief for your comfort. He let the sentence be, and let it chair the space between them for a minute. The fog obeyed, the quiet not empty at all.

“Copy,” he said eventually, and didn’t mean it as obedience. He meant, I heard you, and I’m going to do the part of the work that keeps that promise. He kept his eyes forward when he said it, the way she had taught him how to say things here.

Behind them, metal rang the way metal does when someone does exactly what they mean to do and nothing else. Nico’s voice rolled toward them. “Rivera! When you’re done meditating on the noble sea, come lift like a mortal. We’ve got a reel to move, and it dreams of your shoulder.”

“Coming,” Dax called, already turning. He glanced at Lara, a habit forming. “May I?”

“You may,” she said. “With your legs. And if Nico tells you to stop, you stop.”

He jogged back toward the rack, the car deck echo turning his footfalls into a parade. He took the end of the reel when Nico showed him where his hands belonged, the weight a conversation with his healing shoulder that did not become an argument. They moved it three feet and then two more. They set it down like a promise kept, not like a victory. He breathed and felt his body put the information away: that’s what right feels like.

When he looked up, Lara was closer than he’d thought, watching the way you watch a test you haven’t told the student about. Her mouth did the millimeter move again.

“You’ll do,” Nico said to him, and then louder to the deck, “All right, children who are also grown adults, we’re not here to admire our reflections in the wet paint. Back to it.”

The morning unfolded in small precisions. He watched how people checked each other’s gear without comment. He learned that the small buckle on the PFD chest strap liked to hide its tail, and that people who had been alive through more Novembers than him had a way of standing in fog that made it forget to touch them. He tucked his questions in carefully and took them out where they wouldn’t snag anything. He carried. He watched. He kept his hands out of his pockets.

At eleven, Lara reappeared with the same economy with which she had disappeared, as though she’d been keeping pace with every part of the yard at once. “Lunch,” she said to Nico and to him. “After, we’ll ruin a heaving line.”

Nico clapped once. “Music to my ears.”

Dax felt the laugh in his throat and let it out. He didn’t know if anyone would ever believe him about how good it felt to be nobody in a place where being nobody was a way to be part of everyone. He didn’t need them to. He just needed the next thing in this sequence of things that were honest. He picked up his cup, the one with his name he’d written small in Sharpie on a piece of tape because that was how things were done here, and followed them toward the smell of soup that had been made earlier by someone who left a note on the lid about allergens and too much cumin.

Outside the car deck door, the fog thinned enough to show the ferry’s name fully for the first time. RAINMERE, solid as if the letters weighed something. He looked at them and felt his chest settle around the idea that this, too, could be a kind of stage, if you learned its marks and ignored everyone who thought the point of a stage was to be seen.

Behind him, somewhere downdeck, a gull laughed, a sound like a rusty hinge and old jokes. Gasket the cat did not appear, because cats only do on their schedule. Lara did, because she always would when it mattered, and lifted a brow that asked if he still wanted to learn to throw a line.

He did. He nodded. And the day reached for its next good habit.
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Chapter 2
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The Ruined Line

––––––––
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LUNCH LIVED IN KETTLES and a rolling cart. The soup had chickpeas and something smoky in it, and a note written in block letters that read: “CONTAINS CELERY (SORRY HUCK).” People ate leaning against bollards, on milk crates, along the rail with their backs to the fog like it had been invited and came anyway. Dax kept his gloves clipped to his belt and his cup balanced in his palm like a prop he couldn’t be caught dropping. Once, a set medic had told him the fastest way to show you were new was to put food on expensive equipment. Here, it would be the fastest way to lose your lunch to gravity and a brown gull.

He sat when Nico jerked his chin at a crate, and watched how the crew made room for each other. Nobody asked “Can I sit?” They moved a thermos or a boot and a space appeared. Tamsin, the deckhand Lara had slated for line-throw practice after lunch, ate with her thermos in the crook of her elbow and her notebook open, a pencil tucked behind one ear. Dax clocked titles in her margin: BOWLINE, CLOVE HITCH, SLIPPED HALF HITCH. The certainty of the letters pleased him.

Nico nudged Dax with his elbow. “Eat. Coach’ll make you run drills until you invent hunger.”

“Coach?” Dax asked. He looked toward the ramp.

Lara stood in a triangle of gray-blue light at the car-deck opening, radio at her shoulder, the fog above her making her hair frizz in a halo she probably wished would choose a different head. She spoke into the mic and then listened; when she nodded, it was to the entire deck. Coach fit.

“Don’t tell her I said that,” Nico added. “She’ll make me do burpees; I have a complicated relationship with the ground.”

“Noted,” Dax said. He ate. The soup was exactly what you wanted when your breath made smoke and your fingers felt the world through leather.

When they finished, Lara’s voice came from the deck edge without her needing to raise it. “Márquez, Rivera, Tamsin. Heaving line. We’ll ruin one.”

“Ruin one” sounded like a sacrament. Dax stood with Tamsin at his shoulder. Nico slotted in on his other side like a bookend built for weather.

They crossed to a small training pier that cleaved off the car deck like a finger. Below, the water shifted from pewter to black and back as if someone were shading the harbor with a soft pencil. A bright orange “OSCAR” bobbed on a short tether against a foam float, his featureless head dented from years of righteous use.

Lara had a coil of thin line in her hands. It looked like rope had dreamed of being ribbon and then ate protein instead. A monkey’s fist, the size of a small apple, weighted one end. The knot had been abused; its outer turns were fuzzy. “This one’s near end of life anyway,” she said. “We’ll use it for practice until it’s done, because failure is a skill you need to know how to survive.”

Tamsin grinned, eyes bright. “Favorite sermon.”

Lara held the coil like a demonstration doll. “Basics. Never wrap line around your wrist. Never around your fingers. You want it to run; you do not want it to own you. You’re aiming not at the person, but beyond them—so the line lands past and you pull it to them. Wind takes what you give it. Let it have distance, not your hand.”

She flaked the line into her palm, fast enough to be music. “Two schools of throw,” she said. “Overhand and underhand. Overhand travels farther; underhand is kinder to neighbors when we’re crowded or short-stacked against a rail. I care less about your style and more about your result and your awareness.”

She glanced at Dax. “Show me how you think it works, Rivera. I want to see your baseline before I mess with it.”

He breathed, picked the line up the way she had, letting it puddle into his left palm. He took the monkey’s fist in his right, felt the weight. He checked his feet—left a half-step in front because he threw right-handed—and kept his shoulder quiet in his mind. The habit of warming a motion with smaller motions lived in him. He rolled the knot in his right hand and saw a camera in his head that wasn’t here. He let it go.

The line flew like a thought with a doubt in it. The fist arced a neat half-moon and then kissed the air wrong, the line paying out with a twist in it that turned the last ten feet into a sulk. The knot fell short of Oscar by a yard, plunking into the water with the sullen sound of plan meeting physics.

“Not terrible,” Nico said. “We’ve seen worse. Last month, Huck recalibrated the definition of worse.”

“Shut up,” Huck called from somewhere behind them, because he was always ten yards away from everything and listening. “The wind owed me money.”

“Freeze,” Lara said, and the word landed on Dax’s skin like a glove. He kept his hands exactly where they were, because “freeze” here meant something and was not theater. “Good on foot placement,” she said calmly. “You’re muscling it at the shoulder; you don’t need to. This is more hips and timing than you think. And you’re releasing late. Aim at three o’clock on an invisible clock and let it go at two-thirty.”

Dax pictured it. “Copy.” He didn’t move until she told him to. Something in him, old as audition rooms and first-day-on-set jitters, eased because the rules here said: a person will tell you when to move and mean it.

“Okay,” she said. “Recover. Coil. Try again. Tamsin, talk him through your method while he coils.”
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