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Prologue
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By the time Miriam Lyle reached the causeway, the sea had already begun climbing over the western stones. She could see Saint Vey beyond the flats, a low black shape against the whitening sky, its observatory windows catching the last of the afternoon like broken coins. Behind her, Greyhaven seemed farther away than it was, every roof blurred by rain and distance. She kept one hand pressed against the oilskin satchel beneath her coat and tried not to look at the water gathering around her boots.

Daniel Rusk had told her to wait for him at the harbour office, but waiting had become impossible when she found the amended casualty ledger. Twelve names had been entered in a different ink, all marked missing or presumed dead, and beside each name was a property reference she recognized from evacuation inventories. Three of those people were alive. Miriam knew because she had spoken to them herself.

A gust struck sideways across the flats, sharp with salt, and nearly took her balance. She hurried toward the stone marker halfway to the island, where the causeway narrowed and the tidal channels began filling first. Something metallic knocked inside her satchel with every step: the brass key from the records cabinet, two copied inventory sheets, and the small signal mirror Daniel had pressed into her hand that morning. He had said only that she should leave it somewhere dry if she believed she was being followed.

She had laughed then, though not because anything was funny. “Leave evidence behind so they can steal it more easily?” she had asked, and Daniel had looked at her with the exhausted patience of a man who had stopped expecting the world to behave sensibly. He told her that some things at Saint Vey were safer when abandoned deliberately. He would not explain what he meant.

The first wave crossed the stones behind her with a sound like applause muffled beneath a door. Miriam turned and saw no one on the Greyhaven side, only rain moving in grey veils across the mudflats. Yet for an instant a man stood beside the causeway marker twenty yards back, hatless, his coat hanging dark with water. His face was indistinct, but she knew with absolute certainty that he was looking directly at her.

She blinked, and the marker stood alone. Miriam forced herself onward, boots slipping on weed-slick stone as Saint Vey grew larger ahead. The observatory had once seemed almost elegant from the village, with its square signal tower and long seaward windows, but from the flooded causeway it looked abandoned in a more deliberate fashion, as though someone had closed it quickly and expected to return. One upper window flashed pale despite the thickening clouds.

At the island gate she found the chain unfastened. Daniel had promised it would be locked, and the sight frightened her more than a broken padlock would have. She entered the observatory through the side door and smelled damp plaster, old chemicals, and the mineral chill of standing water. Somewhere below, a door struck once against its frame and fell still.

“Miriam?” a woman called from deeper inside.

Miriam stopped with one foot on the tiled corridor. The voice was unfamiliar, neither young nor old, and carried an odd flattening quality, as though it had crossed a great distance through a speaking tube. She did not answer. Daniel had told her that no women were scheduled to be on Saint Vey that day.

The signal room overlooked the causeway through three salt-clouded windows. On the far wall hung hooks for field glasses, lamps, tide gauges, and emergency flags, most of them empty. Miriam removed Daniel’s little mirror from her satchel and placed it on a hook beneath a faded notice about storm procedure. The gesture felt absurd until the glass caught a band of pale reflected daylight from the wet floor.

For one breath, the room changed.

A soaked woman stood beside the opposite window, hair plastered to her cheeks, both hands gripping something against her chest. Behind her appeared another figure, a man Miriam could not see clearly, and beyond them, impossibly, the room looked older and newer at once, its walls painted two different colours in the same space. Miriam stepped backward and struck the table hard enough to rattle the tide instruments. The soaked woman lifted her head.

Miriam recognized her own face.

The vision vanished when a cloud crossed whatever patch of sky had fed the reflection. Miriam stood shaking, one palm against the table, while rain hissed against the windows. She wanted to snatch the mirror down and throw it into the sea, but Daniel’s warning returned with unwelcome precision: if you leave something, leave it knowingly. Do not let anyone decide afterward that you misplaced it.

Footsteps sounded in the lower corridor.

Miriam closed the satchel and moved toward the rear stairs instead of the entrance. Someone had come onto Saint Vey after her, and the tide had already severed the causeway. As she reached the first step, the signal mirror brightened again behind her.

This time, the woman in the glass was not alone.
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Chapter 1 — The Photograph with Two Dates
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Mara Vale did not trust photographs anymore, which was not the same thing as believing they lied. She had learned to distrust the confidence people placed in them, the way a rectangle of paper could turn possibility into instruction simply because light had once touched chemistry in a particular pattern. The envelope on her kitchen table had no return address, only her name written in blue-black ink and a postmark from Greyhaven Reach.

She left it unopened while she made coffee, not because she expected danger but because ritual gave evidence a beginning. First she photographed the envelope where it lay, then the front and back under natural window light, then the seal before she cut it with a bone folder. Leah would have teased her for that once. After Morrowglass, Mara no longer apologized for procedure.

Inside were two photographic prints separated by a sheet of archival tissue. The first showed a stone causeway across exposed tidal flats, its surface pale against dark channels of stranded water. Beyond it stood a low island and a square building with a signal tower. The image was old enough that the emulsion had silvered at the edges, and someone had written 1943 in pencil on the reverse.

The second print showed the same causeway from almost the same angle, but the sea stood higher and the sky had the flat metallic colour of approaching rain. There was no person visible anywhere on the stones. Along the lower margin, in the white border beneath the image, a date had been typed in a narrow sans-serif font: 17 SEPTEMBER 2027.

Mara set both prints on clean blotting paper and studied them without touching the surfaces. September 2027 was a year away. She felt the familiar pressure of an implied future trying to become a demand, and resisted it before the thought could fully form. Observation was not instruction.

A folded note had been tucked behind the second print. It contained no greeting and no signature, only a sentence written in the same blue-black ink as the envelope: The first one has provenance. The second one has a problem.

Mara read it twice, then turned back to the old image. At first she saw only the causeway, the tidal flats, the distant observatory, and a horizon scratched with weather. Then she noticed two figures standing near a stone marker halfway across.

One was a woman in a dark coat with a scarf tied over her hair. Beside her stood a narrow-shouldered man carrying something between them, a long rectangular case almost as tall as his torso. The woman had turned slightly toward the camera.

Mara leaned closer. Iris Bellamy.

She did not need facial-recognition software or a comparison chart. She had spent too many hours with Iris’s image at Morrowglass, reconstructing a life from plates, copies, crops, false labels, and one forged burial connection. The woman in the photograph was younger than the final images Mara knew, but the line of the brow and the tilted set of the mouth were unmistakable.

She stopped herself from reaching for the print.

The old lesson came back first: identify the object before interpreting the image. Mara fetched a magnifier and a neutral light, then examined the paper stock, edge wear, processing marks, and handwritten notation. The print appeared period-consistent, but appearance meant little without custody.

Her phone rang before she could decide whether to scan the reverse.

“Mara Vale?” The woman on the line had a clipped voice and a faint coastal accent. “My name is Selene Arbour. Jonas Reed gave me your number.”

Mara sat back. “Is Jonas all right?”

“Yes. Irritated that I asked whether you’d answer an unknown number, but otherwise himself.” Selene paused. “He said you’d want me to begin with provenance.”

Mara looked at the photographs.

“That depends what you’re calling about.”

“A print that was taken into temporary conservation custody three days ago. Gelatin silver, likely early forties. Stone causeway, Saint Vey in the background. Two people in frame.”

Mara’s attention sharpened. “Where is the print now?”

“In my lab. Under camera. It hasn’t left controlled custody since intake.” Selene’s voice remained flat, almost intentionally so. “Your name is in the accession note.”

“My name?”

“Not exactly. ‘Send copy to Vale if Ward disappears.’”

Mara said nothing.

Selene continued before silence could become agreement. “The archivist who wrote that was Dr. Nessa Ward. She was conducting a survey at Saint Vey Marine Observatory ahead of demolition review.”

“When did she write it?”

“Unknown. The note was attached to a sealed sleeve in her office. We opened it under witness yesterday.”

Mara glanced toward the second photograph with its future date.

“Has Ward disappeared?”

Another pause. This one was different.

“Yes.”

The room seemed suddenly too quiet. Mara stood and moved to the window, where late morning light washed across the table but did not touch the prints directly.

“Tell me what happened.”

“Nessa went out to Saint Vey during yesterday’s low-tide access window. Officially, she was checking water damage after the storm surge. Her entry was logged at eleven eighteen.” Selene’s voice tightened slightly. “She didn’t return before the tide covered the causeway.”

“Boat?”

“None recorded.”

“Body?”

“No.”

“Personal effects?”

“Her coat was found in the harbour records office on the mainland. Her field notebook was inside one pocket.”

Mara frowned. “She went to the island without her coat or notebook?”

“That would be the obvious reading.”

“And you don’t believe it.”

“I don’t believe obvious readings until the objects agree.”

For the first time, Mara smiled faintly.

“Jonas chose correctly.”

“He’ll be thrilled to hear that.” A quiet rustle sounded on Selene’s end, then the click of something being set down. “There’s more. Nessa’s camera was recovered at Saint Vey this morning when the tide went out.”

Mara’s eyes returned to the envelope.

“What was on it?”

“Mostly structural documentation. Corrosion, plaster loss, window frames, sea-wall cracking. Then one last image.”

“Of Nessa?”

“Yes.”

“Alive?”

Selene took a breath. “Apparently.”

Mara waited.

“She’s standing in one of the flooded lower rooms. There’s a man beside her.”

“Do you know him?”

“Not personally.” Selene’s tone changed in a way Mara recognized: professional certainty arriving reluctantly. “But I know his face from the archive material.”

“Who?”

“Daniel Rusk.”

The name meant nothing yet, which was almost a relief.

“When was the photograph taken?”

“The camera metadata says yesterday at thirteen forty-two.”

“And Daniel Rusk?”

“Died in 1951.”

Mara looked again at the old 1943 print, at Iris beside the unidentified man with the long narrow case.

“Send me the full custody record, not a summary,” she said. “Original file metadata, transfer notes, recovery photographs, weather conditions, tide state, and every image before and after the final frame.”

“I already prepared them.”

Mara’s hand stilled.

“You expected me to say yes.”

“No. I expected you to ask for the same things I would.”

That answer unsettled Mara more than flattery would have.

She lifted the archival tissue with tweezers and found something she had missed beneath it: a smaller slip of paper, torn from a notebook. The handwriting was Nessa Ward’s if Selene’s description was right, compact and angular, with three tiny triangular marks in the margin.

On it were four words. Do not trust the drowning.

Mara read the sentence once, then turned the slip over. On the reverse was a tide time, a storage reference, and beneath both, another line written more heavily than the first.

Iris came here because someone had already learned how to leave a witness behind. Mara’s phone remained warm against her ear while Selene waited.

“When is the next safe crossing to Saint Vey?”

“Tomorrow morning.”

Mara looked at the future-dated photograph one last time. The empty causeway no longer felt like a prediction.

It looked like a warning someone wanted her to misunderstand.
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Chapter 2 — The Crossing Tide
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Greyhaven Reach announced itself first by smell. Salt, diesel, bladderwrack, wet stone, and something metallic from the harbour rails reached Mara before the village came fully into view, gathered beneath a long grey headland where narrow houses faced the sea as though enduring interrogation. By the time she parked beside the old lifeboat station, the tide had retreated far enough to expose the first half of the Saint Vey causeway.

Selene Arbour was waiting beside a white conservation van with a camera bag at her feet. She was shorter than Mara had expected, dressed in a waxed jacket the colour of wet slate, and wore rectangular glasses that caught the pale morning light whenever she turned toward the water. Instead of offering a hand, she held out a transparent evidence sleeve.

“Copy only,” Selene said. “The original stays in controlled storage.”

Mara took the sleeve by its edges. Inside was a high-resolution print of Nessa Ward’s final photograph: a flooded room, fractured plaster, dark water reflecting a window, and Nessa standing near the far wall with one arm lifted as if she had just heard her name. Beside her stood a man in an old coat whose face Mara recognized from the archival comparison Selene had already sent.

“Daniel Rusk,” Mara said.

“Best match we have.” Selene removed her glasses and rubbed one lens with the corner of a cloth, an irritation signal Mara remembered from the character notes she had built from Selene’s messages. “Which is not the same as saying Daniel Rusk was physically standing there yesterday.”

Mara looked more closely at the image. Nessa’s trousers were dark to the knees, but the water in the room seemed only ankle deep. Behind Daniel, a tide line marked the wall almost half a metre higher.

“The water levels don’t agree.”

“They don’t.” Selene put her glasses back on. “And the metadata is clean enough to be annoying.”

A bell sounded from the harbour office, one dull mechanical strike indicating the start of the sanctioned crossing window. Tobias Quill emerged from beneath the awning with a handheld radio clipped to his coat and studied the flats before he looked at either woman. His face had the weathered stillness of someone who had spent decades learning that the sea did not care whether people were prepared.

“Wind’s east-southeast,” he said. “Pressure’s falling faster than forecast. You’ve got less time than the printed table says.”

“How much less?” Mara asked.

“Forty minutes if the channel behaves. Twenty if it doesn’t.”

Selene glanced at the exposed stones. “That sounds imprecise.”

“Tides are precise. Water isn’t.”

They started across with Tobias leading. The causeway looked broad from shore, but halfway out the flats deepened into channels on either side, black water sliding through mud carved into long ribs. Saint Vey rose ahead as a squat island of stone and marram grass, the observatory perched near the northern edge with boarded windows and a square signal tower stripped of its mast.

Mara counted the marker stones as they walked. At the fifth marker, she recognized the angle from the 1943 photograph and stopped.

“This is where Iris and Rusk were standing.”

Tobias did not turn. “Could be.”

Mara crouched beside the marker without touching it. Salt had roughened the stone surface, but one side bore three shallow drilled holes in a vertical line.

Selene noticed them too. “Mounting points.”

“For what?”

“Small instrument. Plaque. Bracket. Hard to say without measurements.”

Tobias finally looked back. “Used to be a tide gauge key box there.”

Mara straightened. “A key box?”

“That’s what my predecessor called it. Gone before my time.”

The causeway photograph returned to her mind: Daniel Rusk holding something small in one hand, not merely resting it against the long case. She filed the detail away and followed the others toward the island.

Saint Vey’s side entrance had swollen in its frame, forcing Tobias to shoulder it twice before the door opened. Inside, the air smelled of mineral damp, old timber, salt, and a faint chemical sweetness that Selene identified as degraded photographic emulsion. Their footsteps carried differently in every corridor, some returning in hard echoes, others swallowed by thick plaster and waterlogged wood.

The lower stairwell was chained off. Yellow structural tape crossed the landing where the first steps disappeared into shallow water.

“This is where the camera was found?” Mara asked.

“Below,” Selene said. “Signal processing room.”

Tobias shifted his weight. “You’re not going down there.”

Mara looked at him.

“Not because of ghosts,” he added. “Because the west retaining wall has movement in it.”

A pale flicker crossed the corridor.

Selene turned first. “Did you see that?”

Mara had. Natural light from an upper window had struck a damp metal cabinet door, reflected across the corridor, and briefly lit a rectangular patch of wall opposite them. For less than a second, the wall had appeared covered with dark wooden shelving instead of peeling white paint.

No one moved. The reflected light faded as a cloud crossed the sun.

“What was here originally?” Mara asked.

Tobias looked unsettled now. “Storage.”

“Shelving?”

“Yes.”

Selene had already taken out her camera, but she did not lift it immediately. “Artificial light won’t tell us much if the activation condition is reflected daylight.”

Mara turned toward her. “You’re assuming activation.”

“I’m naming an observation.”

“That distinction matters.”

“I know.”

They waited until the sun reappeared. Selene positioned herself several feet away from the cabinet, camera angled toward the wall without standing in the reflected beam. When light struck the wet metal again, the painted wall altered.

Shelves returned.

This time they remained visible long enough for Mara to see glass bottles, rolled charts, and a woman’s hand resting against the edge of one shelf. The hand was pale, water beading along the knuckles.

Selene took three photographs in rapid succession. The vision vanished. Tobias swore softly.

Mara looked at the blank wall, then at the cabinet, then at the narrow window high above them. “Reflected natural light initiated it.”

Selene checked her camera. “And the images recorded something.”

“What?”

Selene did not answer immediately. She turned the camera upside down before examining the frame, deliberately separating damage pattern from narrative content.

Mara waited.

“There are two layers,” Selene said. “Maybe three.”

She held out the screen. In the photograph, the old shelves were visible more clearly than they had been to the eye, but the woman’s hand belonged to no visible body. Behind it, almost hidden between two shelving uprights, was the lower half of a dark coat.

Mara enlarged the image.

A second reflection had appeared in the wet floor beneath the shelves. It showed the corridor as it existed now, but someone was standing where Mara had been moments earlier.

Not Mara. The figure was drenched from head to foot, face indistinct beneath streaming hair, one arm extended toward the chained lower stair. Tobias stepped back from the camera.

“That’s her,” he said.

“Who?” Mara asked.

His eyes remained fixed on the screen.

“The drowned one.”

A knock sounded below them. Three slow impacts rose from beyond the chained stairwell, followed by silence. Selene lifted her camera again, but Mara caught her wrist before she could step closer.

“Don’t move into the sightline.”

Selene froze.

The corridor brightened as another band of reflected daylight slid across the wet cabinet door. This time, the apparition did not appear on the wall.

It appeared in the camera screen only.

The drenched figure stood at the bottom of the stairs with its head bowed. Water streamed from its sleeves, though the real stairwell remained empty, and one pale hand rose slowly toward the chain.

Mara watched the screen rather than the stairs. The figure pointed, not downward, but toward the wall above the landing. There, half concealed by salt bloom and peeling paint, was an empty iron nail.

The light vanished.

Tobias whispered, “That nail hasn’t held anything in fifty years.”

Mara looked from the nail to the black water beyond the chained steps. Whatever Saint Vey preserved, it was not merely showing them a dead woman.

It was directing attention to something that was missing.
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Chapter 3 — What Tobias Remembered
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Tobias Quill refused to discuss the nail inside Saint Vey. He waited until they were halfway back across the causeway, with the observatory shrinking behind them and the first ribbons of returning water beginning to snake across the mudflats, before he spoke again. Even then, he addressed the tide rather than Mara.

“That room used to keep storm boards, signal lamps, field glasses, emergency ropes,” he said. “Things came and went. Nails are not mysteries.”

Mara stepped around a slick patch of weed and matched his pace. “You said that nail hadn’t held anything in fifty years.”

“I said what I remembered.”

“You remembered it very specifically.”

Tobias gave her a sidelong look. Selene walked several paces behind them, photographing the causeway markers without interrupting.

“Specific memory is a professional hazard,” Tobias said. “You keep a harbour long enough, people expect you to remember which boat left on which morning in which wind.”

“And do you?”

“Usually the wind first.”

Mara let that sit. Tobias had told her more by defending the habit than he had by denying anything, and she suspected he knew it.

At the fifth marker, where the old tide gauge key box had once been fixed, he stopped without warning. The water had not reached the stones yet, but a narrow channel beside the causeway was filling quickly enough to make a soft, persistent sound.

“Northwesterly that day,” Tobias said.

Mara turned toward him. “Which day?”

“The one you’re trying to make me talk about.”

Selene lowered her camera.

Tobias kept his eyes on the island. “November, nineteen seventy-eight. Cold enough that spray froze on the railings before noon. Old harbourmaster was Len Morrow then, and I was twenty-two and thought every rule written by a man over fifty existed to waste my time.”

“What happened?”

“A woman crossed to Saint Vey after the warning bell.”

“Who?”

“I never knew her name.”

Mara watched his thumb rub slowly against the side of his index finger. He was deciding how much to disclose.

“She carried something wrapped in canvas,” Tobias continued. “About this long.” He held his hands apart by perhaps sixty centimetres. “Too short for a tripod, too narrow for a toolbox. Len saw her from the harbour office and went mad because she’d miss the safe return window.”

“Did she?”

“No.”

“Then how did she get back?”

Tobias looked at Mara. “That was the problem.”

They resumed walking.

“She crossed at twelve forty-three,” he said. “I remember because Len made me enter it in the access ledger. Tide was building fast by one fifteen. By one thirty, the causeway was under.”

“And she was still on the island.”

“Yes.”

“Boat?”

“None.”

“Then she stayed until the next low tide.”

Tobias shook his head. Mara stopped walking.

“She was in the harbour records office at two ten.”

Selene came closer. “You saw her?”

“With my own eyes.”

“Wet?” Mara asked.

“Dry coat. Dry hair. Mud on her shoes, but old mud, not flats mud. She was standing beside Len’s desk arguing about a storage receipt.”

Mara looked back toward Saint Vey. The observatory was now reduced to a dark block against the sea.

“What did Len do?”

“He told me I’d entered the crossing wrong.”

“Had you?”

“No.”

“Did you change it?”

Tobias’s mouth hardened. “Eventually.”

Mara waited.

“He made me strike through twelve forty-three and write eleven forty-three. Said I’d misread the wall clock.”

“Had you?”

“No.”

Selene’s expression tightened. “So the official access record was altered.”

“Once. Fifty years ago.”

“That you know of,” Mara said.

Tobias’s eyes snapped to hers. “You’ve been here half a morning.”

“And I already know unofficial access happened recently.”

He looked away. Mara let the silence extend until he filled it.

“Saint Vey was always used more loosely than paperwork suggests,” Tobias said. “Fishermen sheltering gear. Surveyors. Students. Local history people. Sometimes someone took a boat round the back if the weather was good.”

“Cal Rook?”

Tobias’s face changed very slightly. Selene saw it too.

“Cal knows the island,” Tobias said.

“That wasn’t the question,” Mara replied.

A gust carried spray across the exposed flats. Tobias pulled his collar higher.

“He’s had access for structural work.”

“Logged?”

“Sometimes.”

“Sometimes?”

“People here don’t live by forms.”

Mara looked at the filling channel beside them. “People here may currently be searching for a missing woman.”

Tobias stopped again. This time irritation replaced caution.

“Don’t come into Greyhaven and make negligence out of every informal arrangement.”

“I’m not. I’m trying to find Nessa Ward.”

“So am I.”

“Then tell me the undocumented ways onto Saint Vey.”

His jaw worked once before he answered.

“There’s a service landing on the north side. Boat access at certain tides.”

“Certain tides?”

“Half-flood, moderate swell or less. Too low and you ground out. Too high and the surge puts you into the wall.”

“Who uses it?”

“Contractors. Occasionally coast survey. Cal’s used it.”

“When was the last time?”

Tobias said nothing. Mara watched his thumb begin moving again.

“Yesterday?” she asked.

He looked at her. Selene exhaled softly.

Tobias’s voice dropped. “I saw his workboat out beyond the eastern headland at eleven fifty.”

“Heading toward Saint Vey?”

“Could have been.”

“Did you log it?”

“No.”

“Did Cal tell you why he was there?”

“He didn’t tell me he was there at all.”

That was the first useful fracture.

Mara started walking again, forcing Tobias to choose whether to follow. He did.

“Why didn’t you say this when Nessa was reported missing?”

“Because seeing a boat off the headland isn’t the same as seeing it land.”

“Did you ask Cal?”

“Yes.”

“What did he say?”

“That he’d been checking moorings.”

“Did you believe him?”

Tobias hesitated.

“No.”

Selene looked toward Mara. “That gives us a present-day access discrepancy.”

“It gives us a reason to verify one,” Mara said.

Tobias made a sound somewhere between approval and irritation. “You do enjoy withholding conclusions.”

“I’ve seen what premature ones can do.”

He studied her for a moment, then nodded toward the sleeve containing Nessa’s final photograph. “You think that picture is one of these things the island does?”

“I think it may contain something genuine.”

“And something false?”

“Possibly.”

“That sounds convenient.”

“It’s inconvenient enough that I trust it.”

They reached the mainland as the warning bell sounded behind them. The first water washed over the lowest causeway stones less than two minutes later.

Inside the harbour records office, Tobias unlocked a steel cabinet and removed three ledgers from the bottom shelf. Their bindings were swollen from years of coastal damp, and each carried handwritten date ranges on the spine.

“You wanted access history,” he said. “Start there.”

Mara pulled on gloves. Selene set up a camera stand beside the desk. Tobias remained by the window.

The 1978 ledger was exactly where he said it would be. Mara found the November entry within minutes: an access notation written first in dark ink, struck through with one clean line, then rewritten an hour earlier in a different hand.

Beneath it was another notation.

OBJECT LEFT . SIGNAL ROOM.

Mara looked up. “What object?”

Tobias had gone pale.

“I don’t know.”

“You never asked?”

“I did.”

“And?”

He stared at the ledger.

“Len told me it belonged to someone who had already come back.”

Selene stopped adjusting the camera.

Mara read the altered time again. “That makes no sense.”

“No,” Tobias said. “It didn’t then either.”

A second line had been added beneath the first in pencil, faint enough that Mara nearly missed it.

RETURN OBSERVED BEFORE RECOVERY.

She looked at Tobias. His voice was barely above a whisper.

“That was the day I stopped trusting the causeway ledger.”

Mara turned the page and found the same phrase written again eleven years later beside a different name. The impossible crossing had happened more than once.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4 — The Ledger Under Salt
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By late afternoon, the harbour records office smelled of old paper, radiator dust, and wet wool. Mara had read enough ledgers to understand the pattern Tobias had spent decades refusing to name: a small number of Saint Vey crossings had been altered after the fact, never in the same handwriting, never with the same stated reason, but always near a notation about an object left behind. The entries were too scattered to look systematic until Selene began photographing them in sequence.

The first altered record was from 1956. A survey assistant named Peter Cask was logged onto the island at 10:20, then the time was overwritten as 09:20. Beside his name appeared the phrase GLASS CASE . SIGNAL ROOM, followed by a later pencil note reading SUBJECT RETURNED BEFORE COLLECTION.

The next entry was twelve years later. A woman identified only as M. Hale crossed shortly before noon, and the line beneath her name had been heavily abraded with an eraser. Under oblique light, Selene recovered enough indentation to read OBJECT LEFT KNOWINGLY.

“That wording matters,” Mara said.

Selene nodded without looking up from her camera. “It sounds procedural.”

“Not descriptive.”

“Which means someone had a rule.”

Tobias remained by the window, arms folded. He had made tea twice without drinking either cup, and every time Mara found another altered entry, his gaze moved toward the tide rather than the page.

Mara turned to him. “Did Len Morrow ever talk about objects being left intentionally?”

“Not to me.”

“Did anyone?”

“My father said Saint Vey had old habits.” Tobias’s mouth tightened. “That was how he put it. Old habits, best left to old people.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It was all I got.”

Selene shifted to the next ledger. “Then we use the paper.”

They worked chronologically. Most entries were ordinary: maintenance crews, harbour surveys, photographers, university students, bird counters, occasional naval personnel, then later conservation teams and structural assessors. The strange entries remained rare enough to hide in the routine but consistent enough that Mara stopped believing coincidence.

Every anomalous notation contained three elements in some form: a crossing during tidal isolation, an intentionally abandoned object, and an observation suggesting the person had been seen somewhere else before the object was recovered.

“What if the island isn’t moving people?” Selene said.

Mara glanced up.

“What if the error is in the record of the person, not the person?”

“That would fit better with what we saw.”

“And with Nessa’s photograph.”

Mara looked again at the print lying beside the ledgers. Nessa stood in the flooded room beside Daniel Rusk, but nothing in the image proved they had occupied the same moment.

She pulled the 1978 volume closer. “We need to separate movement from observation.”

Selene smiled faintly. “You really do make uncertainty sound like a profession.”

“It should be.”

Tobias let out a dry breath that might have been a laugh.

The room darkened as rain thickened against the windows. Selene switched on two desk lamps, then stopped when Mara

































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
2

B i [ E ———

DROWNED
CWITNESS.

*Um
&r

THE BLACKWATER HAUNTINGS +« BOOK 3 ,g

q?%’f “‘{”b ; ‘f" Ny ' L}






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





