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# ACT ONE: THE BOATS
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## Chapter 1 - Dead Calm

The harbor was at its quietest in the hour before four, when even the gulls were still and the only sound was the water moving under the docks in long, unhurried rhythms. Ben Carter had worked these docks long enough that the quiet no longer felt peaceful to him. It felt like something held its breath.

He came in every morning at three-fifty, same as he had for the better part of thirty years. Coffee in the green thermos his daughter had given him two Christmases ago, a flannel shirt regardless of season, boots that had been re-soled four times and still felt like his feet. He parked his truck in the same spot beside the harbormaster's shed, gravel crunching under the tires, and walked the dock with the slow, proprietary pace of a man who considered all of this, in some unofficial but deeply felt way, his.

The lights along the main float cast yellow cones over the black water. Eighteen boats in their slips, all accounted for, all familiar - he knew each one by hull shape and running light color before he could read the name boards. The *Lady June*. The *Polaris*. Decker's lobster boat with the bent antenna he kept promising to fix. Everything in its place.

He was halfway down the dock when he noticed the entrance.

A white hull, low in the water, moving through the harbor mouth at a drift. No running lights. No engine sound. Just the boat sliding in on the current like a leaf on a river, unhurried and silent, as if it had all the time in the world and no one waiting.

Ben stopped walking.

The vessel was a center console - maybe twenty-two feet, a Mako or something similar, with a wraparound windscreen and a single outboard tilted up out of the water. A fishing rig. Nothing unusual about the make or model; half the harbor had one. What was unusual was the silence, and the darkness, and the fact that it was coming in by itself.

He called out. "Hey." Then louder: "Hey - who's aboard?"

Nothing. The boat continued its drift, rotating slightly in the harbor's inflow current until the bow was angled toward the main float. It was going to hit the dock if no one caught it. Ben was already moving, his boots thumping on the planking, pulling a loop of dock line from the cleat as he went. He reached the end of the float just as the Mako drifted into range and he snagged the bow rail with the hook, dragged it in, and snubbed the line before the hull could bang.

The boat settled against the dock, bumping gently, and Ben looked down into it.

No crew. No gear - no rods, no tackle box, no bait bucket, nothing that indicated someone had been out fishing. The deck was bare fiberglass, and there were dark stains near the stern that might have been fish blood and might have been something else, old enough that he couldn't smell them over the diesel. The engine was off. The key was in the ignition, a plain brass key on a ring with no other keys, no float, no identifying tag. Someone had just left it.

Ben reached in and tried the ignition. The battery was dead. He straightened up and looked at the boat for a long moment, then looked out at the harbor entrance, at the dark water beyond. Nothing moving. The harbor was empty and still.

He unclipped the radio from his belt and called the harbormaster's line. It rang to voicemail - Ray Gifford didn't come in until six. Ben left a message: *Found a vessel at the main float. Unregistered arrival, no crew, no running lights. It's a white Mako center console, maybe a 2200. Let me know when you're in.*

He re-clipped the radio and stood there in the silence, looking at the boat. There was something about it that bothered him in a way he couldn't yet articulate - something beyond the simple strangeness of a crewless vessel drifting in at four in the morning. He'd seen boats come adrift before. Lines parted, cleats pulled, the occasional vessel blown free in a storm. But those boats always looked like something had happened to them. They had a quality of accident about them - gear scattered, hatches banging, the disheveled look of a thing interrupted.

This boat didn't look interrupted. It looked like it had been set down.

He stepped aboard carefully, his weight shifting the hull, and opened the small storage compartment under the bow. Empty. Opened the livewells. Empty, and clean - not the pale slime of old bait water but scrubbed-down clean, as if someone had taken a brush to it. He checked the bilge. Dry. He checked the console's side pockets. Empty. Whoever had used this boat had not left anything behind, and had taken considerable care to make sure of it.

Ben stepped back onto the dock.

He was thinking about whether to call Daniel Harper when he saw the second boat.

It was coming through the harbor entrance at the same unhurried drift, a smaller vessel this time - maybe eighteen feet, a flat-bottomed skiff with a center tiller - and it too was dark and silent, floating in on the same current that had brought the Mako. And behind it, just barely visible in the darkness beyond the breakwater, was the suggestion of a third shape on the water.

Ben stood very still for a moment.

Then he reached for his radio again.
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## Chapter 2 - Morning Report

Daniel Harper heard about the boats the same way he heard about most things in Garnet Cove - on the radio, between two sips of coffee, before he'd reached the edge of town. The harbor channel crackled at 5:15 AM with Ben Carter's voice asking if anyone from harbor patrol was near the marina, and Daniel had been two miles out on Route 1 with his window down and the morning cold coming off the fields, and he'd turned around before Ben finished the sentence.

He was forty-three years old and had been harbor patrol for eleven years, the last four as senior officer, which in Garnet Cove meant he was the only officer. It was not a position that attracted a lot of competition. The harbor was quiet most of the year, busy through July and August with charters and recreational traffic, manageable the rest of the time. Daniel had wanted manageable when he took the job, and for eleven years it had mostly delivered. He had grown up here, gone away for a while - commercial fishing out of New Bedford, a year in Portland on a contractor's license, some time he didn't think about much - and come back. Garnet Cove was the kind of place that caught its people when they drifted back.

He parked in the gravel lot beside the harbormaster's shed at 5:22 and walked down to the main float where Ben was standing with his green thermos, looking at two boats tied to the dock and one more Ben had secured at the end of the finger pier.

Three boats. All small, all center consoles or skiffs. All empty.

Daniel pulled out his notebook - a black Moleskine he'd carried for years, half of its pages filled with registration numbers and incident notes in his small, precise handwriting - and started at the beginning.

The largest was the Mako Ben had first spotted, a 2200 model with a single 150-horsepower Yamaha outboard. The engine cowling was sun-faded and the hull had the minor gouges and waterline staining of a working boat, not a weekend pleasure craft. The second was an eighteen-foot aluminum skiff with a tiller outboard, older, the kind of boat used for lobstering near-shore or running traps. The third was a fiberglass center console of no distinguished make, maybe twenty feet, with a T-top frame and two rod holders that held nothing.

He went through each boat the same way, taking his time: registration numbers, engine model, visible condition, contents. The registration numbers were the first thing that concerned him. The Mako's hull identification number was stamped into the transom, standard placement, but the registration decal on the bow was gone - not peeled, not sun-bleached away, but removed with something sharp, leaving only the faint ghost of adhesive. Same on the skiff. The third boat had its decal intact but the number registered to a vessel reported as destroyed in a fire in Gloucester three years ago, which was either a bureaucratic error or meant someone was running a salvaged or rebuilt boat on dead paperwork.

He photographed everything. Both sides of each hull, engine cowlings, decks, interiors, storage compartments. He went slowly, the way he'd learned to go slowly on boats, where the relevant detail was usually the one you hadn't thought to look for.

The skiff had an inch of water in the bilge. The Mako's fuel tank was empty - not just low, but dry, the gauge needle flat against the peg. The third boat's VHF radio had been removed from its mount; he could see the bracket and the cut wiring, clean cuts that suggested tools rather than damage. Deliberately taken. All three boats had their bilge plugs in place, which was why they'd stayed afloat on whatever passage had brought them here.

He called the Coast Guard station in Rockland on his cell and ran the hull numbers. The Mako traced to a registration out of Gloucester - a family named Reyes, two brothers who ran a small charter operation. He called the number on file and got a voicemail. He left a message. The skiff's number came back to a private buyer in Portland, a cash transaction eight months ago, current whereabouts of the vessel unknown. The third boat was what it appeared to be: dead paperwork.

Three boats. All recently used - the fuel consumption, the waterline staining, the general evidence of activity. All deliberately stripped of identifying information, or nearly so. All drifted in on the same tidal current between two and four in the morning.

Daniel was thinking about what to make of this when Sheriff Alan Doyle walked down the dock.

Doyle was sixty-one, built like someone who had been large in his youth and was now large in a different way, with a white mustache and the particular unhurried confidence of a man who had been the most senior law enforcement presence in a county for fourteen years. He and Daniel had a functional relationship built on mutual respect and a clear-eyed understanding of their different priorities. Doyle's first priority was always the town.

He looked at the three boats with the expression of a man trying to decide what kind of problem this was.

"Ben called me too," he said.

"Good morning," Daniel said.

Doyle walked the dock, looked into each boat in turn, and came back to where Daniel was standing. "Rental gone wrong, maybe. Tourist party that got in over their heads, abandoned the boats and called a friend for a ride."

"Registration numbers are missing on two of them," Daniel said. "The third traces to a vessel reported destroyed in a fire in Gloucester."

"Hmm." Doyle didn't seem alarmed by this. "File a report, reach out to the Coast Guard for a routine inquiry. If they're stolen boats we'll know within the week."

"Fuel's empty on the Mako. Radio was removed from the third boat. That's not a rental gone wrong, that's deliberate preparation."

"Daniel." Doyle put his hands in his jacket pockets. It was the gesture he used when he wanted to sound patient. "It's the first week of June. Harbor opens up, charter business starts, we get all kinds of traffic. File the report. Don't make it more than it is."

He walked back up the dock. Ben watched him go, then looked at Daniel.

"More than it is," Ben said.

Daniel wrote the registration numbers into his notebook. "You mentioned this on the radio earlier," he said to Ben, "that you found three. You said two at first."

"Third one came in while I was on the phone."

Daniel looked out at the harbor entrance, at the morning light beginning to show on the water. He thought about tide tables, about inflow current, about the navigational chart he had pinned to the wall of his office. He thought about the empty fuel tank and the cut radio wiring and the dead registration.

These boats weren't adrift. He was certain of that. They had arrived.

He was still standing at the dock, thinking, when his phone rang. The Gloucester number calling back. He answered and spoke to a man named Eddie Reyes who told him, with considerable confusion, that his boat had been sold six months ago. Cash deal, private sale, to a man he'd met through a broker he'd never used before and hadn't been able to reach since. He gave Daniel the broker's name.

Daniel wrote it down. He'd follow up on the broker. He already knew what he'd find.

That evening, just after nine, as the harbor lights came on and the last charter boats motored in, Ben Carter called his cell.

"There's another one," Ben said. "Just came through the entrance. I'm looking at it right now."
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## Chapter 3 - The Sheriff's Opinion

Sheriff Doyle's position, stated plainly, was that Garnet Cove was a harbor town and harbor towns had incidents. Boats went missing and turned up. People made bad decisions on the water and left their vessels in inconvenient places. The ocean was large and human beings were careless, and the overlap between those two facts produced anomalies that looked suspicious until you found the simple explanation, which you always eventually found.

He said a version of this to Daniel on Wednesday morning, standing in the harbor patrol office with a coffee from the gas station down the road, while Daniel spread tide charts on his desk and tried to explain what he'd been working out.

"Four boats now," Daniel said. "All arrived in the same tidal window. Between two and four-thirty in the morning, maximum inflow current, which runs at about half a knot through the harbor entrance. If you release a vessel half a mile offshore and let it go, the current walks it straight to the dock."

"So they drifted in."

"So they were *put* in. There's a difference."

Doyle sipped his coffee. He was not a stupid man - Daniel had never made that mistake - but his intelligence operated along practical lines, and the practical line here was the one that led to the least disruption. Tourism and fishing were the twin engines of Garnet Cove's economy. The harbor was its face. An investigation that attracted federal attention, news coverage, the suggestion that something criminal was operating out of this marina, would damage both.

"You've got four boats," Doyle said. "You've got some registration irregularities. What you don't have is a crime."

"Abandoned vessels are a maritime violation. False registration is a federal crime."

"Minor ones."

"The radio was removed from one of them, Alan. Not damaged. Removed. Someone didn't want it found."

Doyle set his coffee cup on the window ledge. Outside, the harbor was going about its morning business - lobster boats heading out, the charter company running a crew through pre-departure checks, a man in waders carrying a bucket of bait. Everything normal. Everything as it should be.

"File the report with the Coast Guard," Doyle said. "Standard missing-vessel inquiry. Let it work through channels. If there's something real here, it'll come up."

He left without finishing his coffee.

Daniel sat at his desk for a while after that, looking at the tide charts. He'd grown up twenty minutes from this harbor, in a white house on a gravel road his father had rented until he died and then Daniel had rented after him for reasons he'd never fully examined. He'd gone out on commercial fishing vessels at nineteen - first a dragger out of New Bedford, then a season on a swordfish longliner that worked the Grand Banks - and he had learned on those trips what he already understood in his bones from watching his father: the ocean was not random. It had patterns, and the patterns could be read, and the people who understood them made decisions based on them, and the people who didn't sometimes didn't come back.

These boats had been aimed at this harbor. The tidal window, the stripped registrations, the deliberately empty fuel tanks, the removed radio equipment - these were the marks of planning, not accident. Someone had used these boats and then disposed of them in the most economical way possible, releasing them into a current that would deliver them here like packages dropped at a door.

The question was what had been in them.

He called the Coast Guard marine safety office in Rockland and filed the report. The duty officer was a young woman who took down the details professionally and told him he'd hear back within forty-eight hours. He thanked her and hung up and thought about the forty-eight hours and what might happen in them.

Then he did what Doyle had told him to do and what he'd been going to do regardless of what Doyle told him: he went to the boats.

There were four now, tied at the end of the main float where Ben had moved them to keep the regular slips clear. They sat in a row, hulls bumping gently against each other as the water moved under them, looking to a casual eye like any cluster of working boats. But Daniel had been looking at working boats for twenty years and these didn't look right. Working boats accumulated the texture of use - worn spots where hands gripped daily, oil stains from engine maintenance, the scrapes and dings of nets and traps and gear. These boats were bare. Functionally bare. As if everything that might identify them or their purpose had been cleaned away.

He went through each one again, more slowly this time, getting down on his knees to look at things he'd only noted quickly the first time. Under the forward console of the Mako, wedged behind the wiring harness, he found what looked like a plastic zip tie cut close to the ratchet head. Standard zip tie, black, the kind used for bundling wire or securing gear. Unremarkable except for where it was, and for the faint scuff mark on the fiberglass beside it - as if something had been fastened there and then removed. Something about the size of a small box, maybe, or a brick. He photographed it without touching it.

Under the deck of the skiff, accessible through a small hatch, there were four similar scuff marks, parallel, with the same zip tie stubs. Whatever had been secured there had been secured carefully, in multiple places, as if it was heavy enough or valuable enough to warrant belts-and-suspenders fastening.

He photographed all of it.

He was standing on the dock, writing up his notes, when Ben Carter came down from the harbormaster's shed with his notebook. Ben had been keeping his own log since the first night, and he handed it to Daniel without comment. Neat handwriting, careful timestamps. Four boats, four arrival windows, all clustered between 0200 and 0430.

Daniel read through it. At the bottom of the second page, Ben had written: *Cleats on Boat 3 - rags wrapped around cleats, tied off with wire. Muffling? Why?*

Daniel looked up. "You noticed this this morning?"

"Last night. I was checking the lines and I felt the fabric before I saw it. Old rags, cotton, tied pretty tight. Like someone who didn't want the dock lines to make noise when they tied off in the dark." Ben paused. "I took them off. Didn't think to save them until later. Sorry."

"It's all right." Daniel wrote it down. Muffled cleats. Arrival in darkness. Stripped identification. Empty fuel tanks. Removed navigation equipment. He was building a picture and he didn't like what it looked like.

"Ben," he said, "have you seen anything like this before? Not here, necessarily. Anywhere."

Ben was quiet for a moment. He looked out at the harbor, then back at Daniel, and Daniel recognized the look - the calculation of a careful man deciding how much to say.

"Maybe," Ben said. "Few years back. Different coast." He paused again. "I'll tell you more when I'm sure I'm remembering it right."

Daniel waited. Ben said nothing else, and Daniel let it go. Ben would tell him when he was ready and pushing wouldn't help.

He was walking back up the dock when his phone buzzed. Not a call - a notification. The harbor's automated camera, mounted on the breakwater, flagged motion-triggered recording events. He pulled it up and scrolled back through the overnight footage.

At 2:17 AM, in the grainy night-vision green of the camera feed, a fifth boat had entered the harbor.
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## Chapter 4 - Ben's List

The fifth boat was a 20-foot Grady-White, outboard engine, T-top, identical in its essential blankness to the others. Ben had found it tied to the outer float at five in the morning and had secured it without calling anyone, figuring he'd wait for Daniel. He'd added it to his notebook with the same quiet efficiency he applied to everything: time of discovery, estimated time of arrival based on the breakwater camera timestamp he'd checked himself, hull condition, contents.

The contents column said: *Nothing. Clean. Smells like bleach.*

They sat in Daniel's truck in the harbor parking lot with Ben's notebook open between them on the bench seat. The sun was fully up now, burning the morning haze off the water, and the harbor was busy with the ordinary commerce of a Tuesday in early June. Charter boat leaving the slip with eight passengers in matching orange life vests. Lobsterman motoring in with his first haul, wire traps stacked at the stern. Two kayakers in the launch area getting their gear sorted. A completely ordinary morning wrapped around something that was not ordinary at all.

"Five boats," Daniel said. "Four nights."

"Five nights, counting tonight." Ben tapped the notebook. "That last one came in early, around two. I think we're going to get more."

Daniel looked at the notebook. Ben had added a section at the back, separate from the arrival log, where he'd sketched details: hull shapes, cleat configurations, the muffling rags, the zip tie stubs. Careful and observant. Ben Carter had been a marine mechanic for thirty years and he had the mechanic's habit of noticing the physical detail of things before he drew any conclusions from them.

"The cleats," Daniel said. "Walk me through that again."

"Boat 3 - the second one, the skiff. The dock cleats had cotton rags tied around them with wire. Not stuffed under them, wrapped around them in a way that would muffle the sound of a line being thrown and belayed. You know what cleats sound like when you're tying off fast in the dark - the clank of the shackle, the snap of the line. If you need to be quiet, you wrap the hardware." He paused. "I've seen it done once before. Inshore night fishing, guy didn't want to spook the stripers near the dock. But that's the only legitimate reason I can think of."

"And the illegitimate reasons."

"Coming in somewhere you're not supposed to be. Coming in without anyone hearing you."

Daniel looked at the dock from the truck window. "The camera picked up the arrivals but we can't see the launches. The breakwater camera points inward. Whatever's releasing these boats out on the water - we're not seeing that."

"No." Ben turned a page in the notebook to a rough sketch. "I mapped the current. If you're releasing them from here" - he pointed to a spot on the sketch roughly a half-mile offshore, northeast of the harbor entrance - "the inflow current would carry them straight in. You'd need someone to release them one at a time so they didn't bunch up and miss the entrance. Someone in another vessel, or maybe someone who swims them out and lets go."

"That's cold water even in June."

"Wetsuit, you could do it." Ben paused. "Or a small tender. A rigid inflatable. Something you could deflate and stow."

Daniel thought about that. A rigid inflatable launch - RIB - was small enough to be carried on a larger vessel, launched off the stern, used to deliver these boats to the current, and then recovered. It was the kind of thinking that a working mariner would do, someone who understood how the water and the current worked and how to use them.

"Ben," he said. "You said you'd seen something like this before. Down the coast."

Ben looked at the harbor for a moment. He turned his coffee cup in his hands.

"Three, four years ago. I was doing some work in Pemaquid - engine rebuild for a guy who kept his boat there. Winter, off-season, practically no one at the harbor. There was a boat that came in one morning. Single vessel, just one. Empty, no crew, registration plates covered over with tape. The marina manager there found it, called the harbormaster in Bristol. They made some calls, put it in impound." Ben paused. "Two days later I was back there to finish the engine job, and the boat was gone."

"Gone from impound."

"Gone from impound. No paperwork, no record of who retrieved it, nothing. Like it had never been there." He paused again. "I mentioned it to the manager. He got real quiet and said he didn't know what I was talking about. Same boat he'd been the one to call in. I figured it was above my pay grade and I let it go."

Daniel wrote down *Pemaquid, 3-4 years ago* in his notebook. "You remember the marina manager's name?"

"Ray," Ben said. "Ray something. Actually-" He stopped.

Daniel looked at him.

"Ray Gifford," Ben said slowly. "That was him. Ray Gifford, who's now the harbormaster here."

The two of them sat with that for a moment. Through the windshield, the harbor went about its morning. The lobsterman's boat idled past with its load of traps, engine burbling, the man in the stern seat not looking at anything in particular.

"Huh," Daniel said.

"Yeah."

He wrote *Gifford - Pemaquid* in his notebook and put a box around it.

"There's one more thing," Ben said. He reached into his shirt pocket and produced his phone, thumb-scrolled to a photograph. He handed it to Daniel. "Boat 4. I was checking the hull ID number, or where it should've been - someone had ground it down, which is a federal offense but that's a problem for later. But inside the hull, below the waterline seal, in the forward bilge area, there's this."

The photograph showed a section of white fiberglass inner hull, dimly lit by Ben's phone flashlight. Scratched into the surface, crude but deliberate, were a series of characters. Daniel enlarged the photo with his fingers. It wasn't English. Not numbers either. It looked like letters from multiple scripts - some Roman, some not - arranged in a sequence that suggested a code or notation rather than a word.

"You recognize it?" Daniel asked.

"No. You?"

Daniel studied it for another moment. The marks had been made with something sharp and thin - a knife tip, maybe, or a scribe. Carefully enough that it was clearly deliberate, not casual vandalism. Someone had taken the time, in whatever circumstances, to put this into the hull of this boat.

"I want to send this to the Coast Guard," Daniel said. "Their intelligence division, not just the marine safety line."

"You think they'll know what it is?"

"I think someone might." He handed
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