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Prologue
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The sea didn’t care that Rowan Hayes had once commanded a ship.
––––––––
[image: ]

It only knew she was alone.
––––––––
[image: ]

She stood on the lantern gallery at dusk, salt spray stinging her cheeks, the wind tugging at the hem of her oilskin coat. Below, the waves crashed against the black rocks of Godrevy Ledge, their roar a constant, indifferent heartbeat. Above, the great lens of the lighthouse waited—cold, precise, and obedient.
––––––––
[image: ]

Unlike her.
––––––––
[image: ]

Rowan turned from the rail and descended the iron stairs, her boots echoing in the narrow tower. Inside, the keeper’s quarters were spare: a narrow bed, a cast-iron stove, a sea chest bolted to the floor, and a single shelf of books—logistics manuals, tide tables, and one battered volume of Tennyson. No photographs. No letters. Nothing that could tie her to the life she’d left behind.
––––––––
[image: ]

She lit the lamp, then checked the clockwork mechanism that would rotate the lens at nightfall. Every gear is clean. Every spring wound tight. Every duty observed.
––––––––
[image: ]

It was all she had left.
––––––––
[image: ]

Three years since the Admiralty had handed her the discharge papers—“Conduct Unbecoming”—and escorted her off the dock without ceremony. Two years since she’d taken this post, the most remote in Cornwall, where no one asked questions and the only company was the gulls and the sea.
––––––––
[image: ]

She’d told herself it was enough.
––––––––
[image: ]

But on nights like this—when the wind carried the scent of rain and the tide pulled far out, revealing the secret pools in the cove—she felt it: the hollow space in her chest where purpose used to live.
––––––––
[image: ]

She went to the small desk in the corner and opened a leather-bound journal. Not an official log. This was hers alone.
––––––––
[image: ]

On the first page, in her neat, naval script, she’d written:
––––––––
[image: ]

“Tide Pool Survey—Godrevy Cove. Commenced 15 March 1887.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Beneath it, sketches—delicate, precise—of anemones, sea lavender, and ghost crabs with translucent shells. Notes on water temperature, salinity, and bloom cycles. Observations no one had asked for. Data no one would ever see.
––––––––
[image: ]

She turned to a fresh page and began to draw tonight’s low-tide find: a cluster of pale pink coralline algae clinging to a submerged ledge, its structure fragile as lace. Her hand moved automatically, the pencil gliding over the paper with the same discipline she’d once used to chart enemy coastlines.
––––––––
[image: ]

But this wasn’t war.
––––––––
[image: ]

This was witnessed.
––––––––
[image: ]

She didn’t know why she did it. Only that if she didn’t, no one would. The pools were vanishing—silted by quarry runoff, trampled by careless boots, ignored by men who called the sea “a waste of land.”
––––––––
[image: ]

And she couldn’t save them.
––––––––
[image: ]

But she could remember them.
––––––––
[image: ]

Outside, the wind rose, howling through the tower like a thing in pain. Rain began to drum against the glass.
––––––––
[image: ]

Rowan closed the journal and locked it in the sea chest. Then she climbed the stairs to the lantern room, where the great lamp waited.
––––––––
[image: ]

She lit it.
––––––––
[image: ]

The beam cut through the storm, strong and steady, a single finger of light reaching out over the dark water.
––––––––
[image: ]

“For those who are lost,” she whispered, as she did every night.
––––––––
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She didn’t say, “For me.”
––––––––
[image: ]

But the sea heard it anyway.
––––––––
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And far out on the horizon, unseen in the storm, a small boat changed course—drawn not by compass, but by the steady, unwavering light.
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Chapter 1
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The stranger arrived on the tide.
––––––––
[image: ]

Rowan saw her first from the lantern gallery—a small figure in a dark coat, standing alone on the quay at St. Ives, her valise clutched in one hand, a leather satchel bulging with papers in the other. A scholar’s bag, Rowan thought. Full of questions no one here wanted to answer.
––––––––
[image: ]

She watched as the woman hired a fisherman’s skiff, her gestures precise, her voice carrying even over the crash of waves. She didn’t flinch as the boat rocked in the swell. Didn’t clutch the sides like a tourist. She stood steady, her eyes fixed on Godrevy Ledge, as though she’d been looking for it all her life.
––––––––
[image: ]

Rowan’s stomach tightened.
––––––––
[image: ]

She didn’t want a visitor.
––––––––
[image: ]

But the letter from the Admiralty had been clear: “Accommodate Dr. Isla MacLeod for six weeks. Her survey is sanctioned by the Board of Trade.”
––––––––
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As if that explained anything.
––––––––
[image: ]

She descended the tower just as the skiff scraped against the landing. The stranger stepped onto the stone jetty, her boots damp, her hair escaping its pins in the wind. Up close, she was younger than Rowan expected—late twenties, with sharp green eyes and a face that had known both study and sorrow.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Captain Hayes?” the woman asked, her voice clear, with the soft lilt of the Highlands.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Rowan.” She didn’t offer her hand. “The title’s retired.”
––––––––
[image: ]

“Dr. Isla MacLeod.” She offered a slight nod instead. “Thank you for agreeing to host me.”
––––––––
[image: ]

“I didn’t agree. I obeyed.”
––––––––
[image: ]

A flicker of amusement crossed Isla’s face. “Fair enough.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Rowan led her up the path to the lighthouse, the wind whipping their coats, the gulls crying overhead. She didn’t speak. Didn’t ask about her work. Didn’t care.
––––––––
[image: ]

But Isla filled the silence anyway.
––––––––
[image: ]

“The tide’s low,” she said, glancing toward the cove. “The pools will be exposed.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Rowan stiffened. “You’re here for the tide pools?”
––––––––
[image: ]

“Among other things.” Isla’s gaze was steady. “I’ve read your surveys.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Rowan stopped dead. “What surveys?”
––––––––
[image: ]

Isla didn’t flinch. “The ones you’ve been keeping. The Admiralty shared them—anonymous, of course—but the hand is distinctive. And the detail...” She paused. “It’s extraordinary.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Rowan’s throat went dry. No one was supposed to know.
––––––––
[image: ]

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said flatly.
––––––––
[image: ]

Isla studied her—the tightness around her eyes, the way her hand rested on the knife at her belt, and the rigid posture of a woman used to being watched.
––––––––
[image: ]

“You don’t have to hide them from me,” she said softly. “I’m not here to take anything from you.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Rowan turned and walked on, her heart pounding.
––––––––
[image: ]

She showed Isla to the small room above the storehouse—whitewashed walls, a narrow bed, a washstand, and a window that overlooked the cove.
––––––––
[image: ]

“It’s simple,” she said.
––––––––
[image: ]

“It’s honest,” Isla replied. “And honesty is rare.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Rowan studied her then—really looked. Isla MacLeod was older than she’d first appeared, her face marked by lines of thought rather than time, her eyes a startling shade of green, like sea glass after a storm. There was weariness in her posture, but not defeat.
––––––––
[image: ]

“You’ll take your meals with me,” Rowan said, more of a statement than an offer. “Supper at six. Breakfast at seven. No one here for tea.”
––––––––
[image: ]

“Understood.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Rowan turned to go, but Isla spoke again.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Your pools are vanishing.”
––––––––
[image: ]

It wasn’t a question.
––––––––
[image: ]

Rowan stiffened. “They’re adjusting.”
––––––––
[image: ]

“I’ve seen the quarry runoff. The silt.” Isla’s voice softened. “It’s not your fault.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Rowan’s throat tightened. No one had said that—not the Admiralty, not the fishermen who called her “odd,” not even the vicar, who’d suggested “more prayer and less solitude” might restore God’s favor.
––––––––
[image: ]

She looked away. “You don’t know anything about my pools.”
––––––––
[image: ]

“I know they’re silent,” Isla said gently. “And silence in an ecosystem is never good.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Rowan left without another word.
––––––––
[image: ]

She spent the afternoon checking the lamp oil, her mind churning.
––––––––
[image: ]

She didn’t like that Isla MacLeod saw so much. Didn’t like that she’d noticed the tide pools before even setting down her bag. Didn’t like the way her voice had softened when she said, “It’s not your fault,” as though she understood loss.
––––––––
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Worse, she didn’t like the flicker of hope that had sparked in her chest at those words.
––––––––
[image: ]

Hope was dangerous. It made you careless.
––––––––
[image: ]

At supper, they sat in silence, the only sound the crackle of the stove and the distant roar of the sea. Isla ate neatly, her movements precise, her eyes taking in everything—the sea charts on the wall, the locked sea chest, and the journal on the desk.
––––––––
[image: ]

“You chart the tides,” she said finally.
––––––––
[image: ]

Rowan didn’t look up. “It’s my duty.”
––––––––
[image: ]

“But the pools—you do that for yourself.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Rowan’s fork stilled. “Why are you really here?”
––––––––
[image: ]

Isla set down her cup. “Because once, someone tried to erase my voice. And the only thing that saved me was finding others who’d been silenced too.”
––––––––
[image: ]

The admission hung between them, raw and unexpected.
––––––––
[image: ]

Rowan studied her face—the tightness around her eyes, the way her fingers curled around the cup as though it were a lifeline.
––––––––
[image: ]

“You’re not just studying pools,” she said slowly. “You’re looking for something else.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Isla met her gaze. “I’m looking for proof that women have always seen what men refuse to measure.”
––––––––
[image: ]

A gust of wind shook the tower, rattling the windows like a warning.
––––––––
[image: ]

Rowan took a breath. “You’ll be here six weeks?”
––––––––
[image: ]

“If that’s acceptable.”
––––––––
[image: ]

“It’s not about acceptability. It’s about orders.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Isla smiled faintly. “Then consider them followed.”
––––––––
[image: ]

She turned to go, then paused. “For what it’s worth... I believe the pools are listening.”
––––––––
[image: ]

And she left, her boots silent on the stone floor.
––––––––
[image: ]

Rowan stood in the kitchen long after she’d gone, the scent of stew and salt air around her, the echo of her own voice in her ears.
––––––––
[image: ]

She thought of the vanishing anemones.
Of the locked journal.
Of the wordless vigil she’d kept for years.
––––––––
[image: ]

And for the first time in years, she didn’t feel entirely alone.
––––––––
[image: ]

That night, she went to the cove.
––––––––
[image: ]

She didn’t sketch.
––––––––
[image: ]

But she stood very still, listening.
––––––––
[image: ]

And from the deepest pool came the faintest ripple.
––––––––
[image: ]

Not strong. Not whole.
––––––––
[image: ]

But present.
––––––––
[image: ]

As if something, somewhere, had answered.
––––––––
[image: ]

Upstairs, a lamp burned in the storehouse window.
––––––––
[image: ]

Rowan didn’t look up.
––––––––
[image: ]

But she knew Isla MacLeod was watching.
––––––––
[image: ]

And for reasons she couldn’t name, she didn’t mind.
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Chapter 2
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Isla MacLeod kept to herself the next morning, as promised.
––––––––
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Rowan saw her only once—through the kitchen window—as she walked the perimeter of the cove, her notebook open, her pencil moving swiftly across the page. She didn’t approach the tide pools. Didn’t touch them. Just observed, as though giving the sea time to accept her presence.
––––––––
[image: ]

Rowan watched from the storehouse, mending a fishing net with steady hands, her mind churning.
––––––––
[image: ]

She told herself it was good she kept her distance. Safe.
––––––––
[image: ]

But part of her—a small, stubborn part—wished she’d come closer.
––––––––
[image: ]

By midday, the sky clouded over, and the air grew heavy with the promise of rain. Rowan was in the cove, harvesting sea lavender for drying, when Isla appeared on the path, her coat buttoned against the wind.
––––––––
[image: ]

“I’ve finished my notes,” she said, holding up a sheaf of papers. “If you’d allow me, I’d like to begin surveying the pools properly. With your guidance, of course.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Rowan wiped her hands on her apron. “They’re not mine to give.”
––––––––
[image: ]

“They’re yours to know,” Isla corrected gently. “And I’m not here to steal your knowledge. I’m here to preserve it. Before it’s lost.”
––––––––
[image: ]

The words struck deeper than Rowan expected.
––––––––
[image: ]

Her tide pools were fading. Fewer anemones bloomed each season. The ghost crabs had vanished from the eastern ledge. Even the fishermen had stopped collecting sea lavender, calling it “useless” or “wasteful.”
––––––––
[image: ]

And yet, when the pools sickened, they still came to her, whispering, “Did you see what’s happened to the pink beds?”
––––––––
[image: ]

She looked at Isla—really looked. Saw not a scholar hunting curiosities, but a woman with shadows under her eyes, as though she, too, had lost something worth keeping.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Why do you care?” Rowan asked quietly.
––––––––
[image: ]

Isla hesitated. Then: “Because once, someone tried to erase my voice. And the only thing that saved me was finding others who’d been silenced too.”
––––––––
[image: ]

The admission hung between them, raw and unexpected.
––––––––
[image: ]

Rowan studied her face—the tightness around her eyes, the way her fingers curled around the papers as though they were a lifeline.
––––––––
[image: ]

“You’re not just studying pools,” she said slowly. “You’re looking for something else.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Isla met her gaze. “I’m looking for proof that women have always seen what men refuse to measure.”
––––––––
[image: ]

A gust of wind stirred the sea lavender at their feet, releasing its sharp, clean scent.
––––––––
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Rowan took a breath. “Come inside. But not a word to the Admiralty yet. They tire easily.”
––––––––
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The storehouse smelled of salt and dried herbs. Rowan lit the lamp, then sat at the small table, her hands folded. Isla took the chair opposite, her posture attentive but not intrusive.
––––––––
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“Start with the pools,” Isla said softly. “The ones you’ve watched longest.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Rowan shook her head. “They’re not meant to be written. They’re meant to be felt.”
––––––––
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“But they’re being lost,” Isla said. “And
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