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The sea never forgets its stories.

It simply waits for the right tide to tell them.
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CHAPTER 1
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A Day at Five Adventures

The pelicans came first.

They arrived the way they always did — without announcement, without apology — dropping out of the gray pre-dawn sky and settling onto the dock pilings one by one, their pouched beaks tucked against their chests like old men who had given up on conversation. By the time the eastern sky had gone from black to the particular dark purple that precedes sunrise over open water, there were seven of them lined up along the finger pier, and the harbor of Rum Cay had begun, in its unhurried way, to wake.

The smells arrived before the light. Diesel first — always diesel, the blood of every working harbor in the Caribbean — and behind it the mineral tang of low tide, the sweetness of brine-soaked wood, the ghost of last night's charcoal from the grill at Patrice's shack up the hill, where she'd been cooking fish since before anyone could remember and would presumably continue cooking fish until the sea itself ran dry. These were the smells of every morning on Rum Cay, unchanged by season or weather, as reliable as the pelicans.

The Five Adventures stirred at her slip.

She was forty-two feet of sun-faded sloop, her hull the color of old cream, her topsides wearing the honest scratches of a boat that worked for a living. She had been many things before she was the Five Adventures — a pleasure yacht out of Nassau, a drug runner's tender for exactly six weeks before her original owner had a change of heart, a derelict sitting on the hard in Georgetown for three years while the paperwork sorted itself out. Now she was this: a charter boat on a small island, well-maintained in the ways that mattered, and home to three people who suited her exactly.

She moved in the slip with the slow, rhythmic creak of rigging against a dying swell, lines taut and slack in turn, fenders squeaking softly against the dock. The sound was as natural as breathing.

Bert Okafor heard it and did not look up from his work.

* * *
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HE WAS ALREADY ON THE dock when the pelicans arrived. He was already on the dock, in point of fact, before the pelicans knew they were going to arrive, because Bert Okafor was the kind of man who got to a place so reliably early that time itself seemed to arrange around him. He was crouched at the stern cleat of the Five Adventures with a chamois cloth and a tin of brass polish, working the cleat with the focused attention of a man who understood that brass left unattended became a judgment on your character.

He was fifty-seven years old, or said he was, and looked like a man who had earned those years the hard way and then found a way to carry them lightly. His face was the color of good teak, seamed around the eyes from decades of Caribbean sun, his hair close-cropped and entirely silver at the temples. He moved with the deliberate economy of someone who had long since stopped performing efficiency and simply become it. His hands, when they worked, never stopped.

The logbook was already on the dock box beside him, open to today's date: a neat entry in his cramped, precise handwriting. Two charters. Morning: snorkel run, four guests, departure 0830. Afternoon: cargo delivery, Long Point Cay, estimated return before dark. Below the entries, in smaller script: check port nav light — flickering. Order zincs. Call Delphine about the fraying starboard jib sheet before it becomes a problem.

Bert's logbook was the institutional memory of Five Adventures Charter Service, and had been for eleven years. It contained the record of every job they'd taken, every mechanical issue resolved or deferred, every weather delay, every guest who'd tipped well and every guest who hadn't. It contained, in a private shorthand that only Bert could fully decode, his own assessments of the people who came through the operation — assessments that had proven, over those eleven years, to be accurate with a frequency that Oliver found mildly unsettling and Chelsea found deeply reassuring.

He finished the cleat, moved to the bow, and started on the anchor fitting. Seven pelicans watched him with professional detachment.

* * *
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OLIVER HATCH ARRIVED at seven-fourteen, which was fourteen minutes later than he'd told Bert he'd be there, and approximately twenty-six minutes earlier than Bert had expected him. He came down the dock path from the village carrying a ceramic mug in his right hand and wearing the expression of a man who had recently remembered something he'd forgotten but was not yet sure what it was.

He was thirty-eight, lean in the way of men who work on boats — nothing wasted, nothing decorative — with sun-bleached hair that might have been any shade of brown before the Caribbean got hold of it and the easy, particular walk of someone who'd spent enough time on moving decks to carry his balance in his hips. He wore a faded linen shirt untucked over canvas shorts, and his feet were in boat shoes that had long ago given up being white. In the left pocket of his shorts, a coin. It was always there. He'd gotten into the habit of it somewhere in his mid-twenties and had never quite decided whether to call it superstition or discipline.

"Morning," he said to Bert.

"Seven-fourteen," Bert said, without looking up from the anchor fitting.

Oliver looked at his watch, then looked at the harbor, then back at Bert. "I said I'd be here by eight."

"You said seven. You say seven to give yourself something to aim for."

This was true. Oliver drank his coffee and chose not to confirm it. He walked to the edge of the dock and stood looking at the Five Adventures the way he looked at her most mornings — taking her in the way you take in a person's face when you haven't seen them for a day, checking for changes, finding mostly reassurance. The creak of her rigging was unchanged. The morning light was doing what it always did to her hull, making the old cream glow amber for a few minutes before the sun got high enough to bleach everything back to ordinary.

He loved the boat. He would not have said so out loud to Bert, because Bert would have pointed out that loving a piece of equipment was a fast way toward making bad maintenance decisions, but he loved her the way you love a thing that has never let you down in the ways that mattered.

"Port nav light," Bert said.

"I know. I'll look at it before the charter."

"I wrote it in the log."

"I know you wrote it in the log, Bert."

Bert nodded, which was the most expansive acknowledgment he typically offered. Oliver finished his coffee, set the mug on the dock box, and stepped aboard the Five Adventures to pull open the electrical panel below the companionway. The nav light, when he tested it, flickered twice and then held steady. He cleaned the connection with a bit of sandpaper, tested it again. Steady. He came back up into the cockpit feeling unreasonably satisfied with himself, which was the reliable gift of small tasks properly completed.

The harbor was filling in around them. A pangas was coming around the point, its outboard running flat, a pile of wire fish traps in the stern. From somewhere up the hill, a radio playing. The ferry from the main island was visible on the horizon, still an hour out but already raising a white wake against the dark water. Rum Cay was not a big island — nothing here was big by any measure that mattered to the wider world — but it had the specific density of a place that had been continuously inhabited for a long time, each piece of it worn smooth and comfortable by use.

* * *
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CHELSEA VANCE CAME from the water.

She'd been swimming — she swam every morning, a mile out and a mile back, a habit she'd maintained since university that Oliver had initially found excessive and now simply accepted as part of the morning's furniture. She came up the dock ladder dripping, her dark hair slicked back, pulling a shirt over her swimsuit without breaking stride. She was thirty-four, compact and quick-moving, with the particular self-possession of a woman who had spent years being underestimated and had mostly made her peace with using it.

She navigated. That was the simple version. The full version was that Chelsea read the sea the way some people read faces — fluently, constantly, picking up information other people didn't know was available. She'd grown up on sailboats in the Virgin Islands with a father who thought formal navigation instruction was unnecessary when you could simply show a child the stars, the swells, and the color of the water over different depths, and leave her to draw her own conclusions. She had drawn excellent conclusions. She now held her offshore master's ticket and could read a weather pattern three days out with an accuracy that still occasionally surprised the meteorologists.

She read people with the same precision. She was quieter about it than she was about weather.

"The swell's building from the southeast," she said, toweling off her hair. "Two feet today, probably three by tomorrow. Might make the Long Point run a little sporty in the afternoon."

"How sporty," Oliver said.

"Nothing the boat can't handle. Nothing the cargo can't handle, assuming it's packaged sensibly." She glanced at the logbook. "What's the cargo?"

"Didn't ask," Bert said.

Chelsea looked at Oliver. Oliver shrugged, which was his shorthand for the cargo will be what it is and worrying about it in advance is wasted energy. Chelsea looked as though she wanted to say something about that, and then didn't, which was her shorthand for I reserve the right to revisit this when I'm proven correct.

They had worked together for six years. A great deal of their communication had evolved past words.

* * *
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THE MORNING CHARTER guests arrived at eight-twenty-two: a couple from Atlanta with the hopeful, slightly sunburned look of people in their second day of vacation, and two younger women who turned out to be marine biology graduate students from a research station on the main island, in possession of good gear and an impressive quantity of specific questions about the reef system. Bert had them signed in and briefed on deck safety in seven minutes, which was a record.

Oliver motored them out of the harbor while Chelsea rigged the snorkel station off the stern and the marine biologists peppered her with questions about current patterns and benthic composition. She answered all of them correctly and in detail, which seemed to both satisfy and slightly alarm them.

The reef lay three miles northeast of Rum Cay, in water that went from deep blue to the improbable turquoise of shallow sand in the span of a few boat lengths. Oliver cut the engine and let the Five Adventures settle on her anchor, and for an hour the world was nothing but sun on water, the click and pop of the reef heard through the hull, and the occasional surfacing of one of their guests to report a sighting. The couple from Atlanta saw a spotted eagle ray and spent twenty minutes trying to describe it to each other afterward, as if talking about it would make it happen again.

Oliver sat in the cockpit and watched the water and let the morning do what it wanted to him. This was one of the things the job gave you. No one talked about it much because it sounded like something you'd read on a motivational poster, but it was real: there were hours on the water where the world shed its complications and became nothing but light and salt and the animal fact of being in a place that was older than anything you'd ever worry about. He'd had the same thing described to him once by a retired schoolteacher from Ohio who'd chartered them for a week, who'd said it felt like the sea was a place where nothing he'd ever done wrong could quite reach him. Oliver hadn't said anything in response, but he'd thought about it for a long time afterward.

He turned the coin over in his pocket. Once, twice.

Chelsea appeared at the companionway, reading the sky to the south the way she always read it — not looking at it exactly, more like receiving it. He'd watched her do this for six years and still couldn't have explained the process. She would look at a horizon and then she would know something. It was like watching a musician listen to a piece of music and hear things the rest of the room didn't know were there.

"We're fine," she said. "Swell is building the way I thought. We should be back before it gets interesting."

"I was thinking the same thing," he said.

"You weren't thinking anything. You were doing your coin trick."

"That's also thinking."

She went back below to check the navigation plot. Oliver watched the water and let himself feel, for a few more minutes, like the simplest version of himself.

* * *
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THEY WERE BACK AT THE dock by noon. Bert had lunch laid out in the shack — rice and peas, fried plantain, a pot of something that smelled of scotch bonnet and good intentions — and the guests ate at the picnic table under the almond tree while Bert collected the gear and ran the debrief with the efficiency of a man who had done it many hundreds of times and still found reasons to do it right.

The charter shack had been many things before it settled into being itself. It was roughly built — cinderblock on three sides, the fourth wall open to the dock, a roof of corrugated tin overlaid with a thatch of palm fronds that Bert replaced every season. A hand-lettered sign above the open wall read FIVE ADVENTURES CHARTER SERVICE in blue paint on white board, the lettering done by a man in the village who painted signs and fishing floats and the occasional house, and who had given it more character than precision, so that the letters had a lively, slightly irregular quality that Oliver had come to think of as honest.

Inside, the shack ran its operations from a desk that Bert had salvaged from the island's old schoolhouse: wide, solid, scarred with decades of other people's work and then Bert's own eleven years on top of it. Above the desk, a corkboard dense with the accumulated evidence of their existence as a business. There were business cards from marinas up and down the island chain, pinned overlapping like scales. There were photographs — a dorado the size of a small child that a guest had caught and released on a fishing charter four summers ago, three people standing in front of the Five Adventures on the day she'd passed her last survey, grinning with the specific relief of people who had expected worse news. There were handwritten notes from guests, a few of them effusive, one of them strangely formal, as if written by someone who was not accustomed to expressing satisfaction but had decided to try. There was a tide chart from three years ago that no one had gotten around to replacing, and a current chart from last season that was still accurate enough.

And there were two things that didn't quite have stories attached to them.

One was a compass rose — the decorative kind, old, rendered in ink on a piece of vellum that had been laminated at some point in its history, lamination now yellowing at the edges. It was pinned at the upper left of the board, and no one in the current operation of Five Adventures Charter Service had put it there. It had simply been there when Oliver and Chelsea and Bert took over the operation, and it remained there now, belonging to the shack the way old things sometimes belong to places: without ownership, without explanation.

The other was a brass key, hanging on a small hook beside the corkboard. It was large and old, the kind of key that implied a door of significant seriousness, with a bow shaped like a trefoil and a bit that looked like something from a different century entirely. Oliver had, on three separate occasions across six years, asked around the island whether anyone knew what it belonged to. No one did. He kept it on the hook because taking it down felt like losing something, even if he didn't know what.

Chelsea had her own theory about the key, which was that it was decorative. Oliver's theory was that it opened something specific and that someday someone would walk through the shack door and either tell them what, or make the question irrelevant. Bert had no theory, because Bert's position was that a key without a known lock was simply a key without a known lock, and speculating about it was a leisure he hadn't budgeted for.

* * *
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THE AFTERNOON CARGO run left at two. The cargo turned out to be three wooden crates of citrus fruit, two fifty-pound bags of cement mix, and a battery-operated chest freezer still in its factory packing, all destined for a small resort on Long Point Cay that was either perpetually under construction or perpetually in need of resupply, depending on which of its owners you asked.

Chelsea's weather read was accurate: the swell had built to nearly three feet by the time they cleared Rum Cay's lee, and the Five Adventures moved through it with the rolling, purposeful confidence of a boat that knew exactly what she was doing. The citrus shifted in its crates. The cement held. The freezer, wedged into the cockpit and lashed with two lines, swayed philosophically.

Oliver handled the main while Chelsea drove, and they worked through the chop without drama and without much conversation, which was a comfortable kind of silence. The kind that doesn't need filling.

At Long Point, a man named Adolphus met them at the dock with a hand truck and two nephews who did the actual carrying. He paid the delivery fee in cash, counted out carefully from a money clip, and offered them Belikin from a cooler on the dock. They drank the beer standing in the afternoon light while Adolphus told them about the resort's ongoing negotiations with a solar panel company from Puerto Rico and the specific difficulty of getting anyone on a small island to show up on the day they said they'd show up, which was, Oliver felt, a universal human condition that no solar panel company was going to solve.

They were back at the slip on Rum Cay by five-thirty. Bert was already there. He took the lines without being asked, tied them with the neat, fast competence of a man who had been tying the same cleats for over a decade and had strong opinions about the right way to do it. He noted their return time in the logbook.

Oliver killed the engine. In the sudden quiet, the harbor in early evening settled around them — the sound of the ferry at the commercial dock, the smell of someone's dinner beginning somewhere up the hill, the last of the pelicans flapping off their pilings toward wherever pelicans went at night.

"Good day," Chelsea said. It was not a question.

"Good day," Oliver agreed.

Bert closed the logbook. This meant, in Bert's vocabulary, that the day was complete and properly recorded and that anything that happened after this moment would be someone else's problem until tomorrow's entry.

Oliver reached into his pocket and turned the coin over once, feeling the worn edge of it, the weight that was just right. He did not take it out. He did not flip it. He simply held it for a moment in his closed fist, the way you hold something you've carried long enough that the shape of it has become part of the shape of your hand.

Rum Cay settled into its evening. The Five Adventures creaked at her slip. The harbor light came on above the dock, casting its yellow circle on the water, and the dark beyond it was warm and salt-smelling and went a long way.

None of them knew, in that particular moment, that tomorrow would be different. But Bert — who was already thinking about the morning, already running through the list of things that would need attention before sunrise — felt something that he could not have articulated and would not have tried to: a small, specific unease, like the change in air pressure before weather that hasn't arrived yet.

He noted nothing of this in the logbook. Some things you didn't write down.

He went home. Oliver and Chelsea went up the hill to eat at Patrice's, where the fish was the same as it had been every night for as long as either of them could remember, and was exactly right.

On the corkboard in the empty shack, the old brass key turned slightly on its hook in the evening breeze coming off the water. The compass rose held its eight directions steady.

The Five Adventures waited at her slip, patient and seaworthy, for whatever came next.
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CHAPTER 2
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The Man With the Map

He arrived on a Tuesday, which was the first thing wrong with him.

Tuesday was the day the inter-island ferry made its southbound run, and the ferry brought, with reasonable predictability, a certain type of person to Rum Cay: people who had business on the island, people who had family on the island, and people who had consulted a map and concluded that Rum Cay was either a destination or a sensible stop on the way to somewhere larger. What the ferry rarely brought was someone who stepped onto the dock looking like he'd dressed for a different island entirely and walked the length of the harbor with the ostentatious purpose of a man trying to project certainty he didn't quite feel.

Bert saw him from the shack while Oliver was running the bilge pump and Chelsea was somewhere on the boat doing the kind of navigational housekeeping she did between charters — updating charts, checking instruments, running the logic of the coming week's weather through whatever process produced her conclusions. Bert saw the man and wrote nothing in the logbook, which was his version of taking a note.

The man was somewhere in his mid-forties, built like someone who had been athletic once and had let the conversation lapse. He wore khaki trousers that belonged in an air-conditioned office and a short-sleeved safari shirt with too many pockets, and he was sweating in the concentrated way of someone whose body had simply not been consulted about the climate it was currently occupying. He carried a canvas bag over one shoulder and a rolled document case under his arm, and he looked at every boat he passed the way a man looks at things he's calculating the value of.

He found the shack the way newcomers always found the shack — by elimination, the sign above the open wall doing its irregular-lettered work — and he stopped in the entrance and looked around with an expression that mixed disappointment and forced optimism in a ratio Bert had seen before. The shack was not impressive on first encounter. That was intentional.

"Five Adventures?" the man said. "Charter service?"

"Sign says so," Bert replied, without looking up from the fuel log he was reconciling.

The man stepped inside. He was sweating through the safari shirt now, two dark patches bracketing his chest, and he smelled of sunscreen and the particular nervous energy of someone who had rehearsed this conversation several times and was now standing at the beginning of it with all that rehearsal suddenly feeling insufficient.

"I'm looking for the captain," he said. "Oliver Hatch."

"He's on the boat."

"Could you — I mean, is he available? I have a proposition. A charter. A significant one." He patted the document case under his arm as if it might bolt. "Time-sensitive."

Bert looked up then. He looked at the man the way he looked at a new piece of equipment before committing to an opinion about it — thoroughly, without hurry, noting everything.

"I'll tell him you're here," Bert said. "Name?"

"Quinn. Quinn Perez." He extended his hand. Bert looked at it, looked at the fuel log, and made one more entry before setting down his pen and shaking it. Quinn's grip was too firm in the slightly-too-long way of a man who had been told that a firm handshake communicated confidence and had never quite trusted the advice but kept following it anyway.

Bert went to the dock and spoke briefly to Oliver, who came up from the bilge with an oil rag in his hand and the mild, receptive expression he wore when he was prepared to be interested in something. Bert said three words to him in a voice low enough that only Oliver could hear them, and Oliver nodded once. He came into the shack wiping his hands on the rag, and Quinn Perez reset himself for the performance he'd been practicing.

* * *
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"SPANISH GOLD," QUINN said.

He said it the way a magician says the word that makes the thing appear — with a pause before it and a slight lift afterward, giving the phrase room to do its work. He had the rolled document case open on the desk now, a photocopy of something old held flat by his palms, and he was leaning over it with the body language of a man unveiling a significant painting.

Oliver looked at the document. It was a copy of a copy of something, the original detail long since degraded to suggestion. There was a coastline, possibly. There were marks that might have been depth soundings or might have been the cartographer's coffee stains. There was, in the lower right, a script notation in Spanish that Quinn translated without being asked.

"Cache of the San Cristóbal expedition," Quinn said. "1738. They were running from a British patrol out of Nassau, took shelter on the leeward side of the island, lost two men to fever, and buried the haul when the captain decided the ship couldn't carry it safely through the passage in the weather that was coming. The ship went down anyway. The island is Crooked Island. The haul —" he paused again, professionally "— was approximately four hundred pounds of minted gold coin, Spanish escudos and pieces of eight, plus an unspecified quantity of bullion. At current commodity value, conservatively —"

"Where did you get this?" Oliver said.

Quinn blinked. That wasn't the line the conversation was supposed to take at this point. "I have a colleague. At the university. Professor of Caribbean colonial history. He came across a reference in the Spanish maritime archives — Madrid, the Archivo General — and cross-referenced it with a 1741 survey of the outer Bahamian cays that mentioned an unusual landform on Crooked Island's eastern side, volcanic in origin, which matches the description in the —"

"Which university?" Oliver said.

A beat. "The University of —" Quinn made a gesture that was almost specific. "He's adjunct. The appointment is — the important thing is the documentation."

"The important thing," Oliver said pleasantly, "is the university. And whether your colleague has a name."

Quinn produced a name. It was a name that could have been verified with a phone call, and Oliver noted it in the way he noted most things — without writing it down, filing it in a part of his mind that would return to it later. He looked at the map again. He looked at Quinn's hands, which were holding the document case flat with slightly more force than the task required.

"Tell me about Crooked Island," Oliver said.

This, Quinn had prepared for. He talked for eight minutes about the island's geography — the limestone karst on the windward shore, the volcanic activity in the interior ridge, the lack of permanent settlement on the eastern end, the specific crevasse formation near the summit that aligned with the notation on the document. He knew the island. That part, Oliver believed.

Oliver straightened. He looked at the document without touching it, the way a man looks at something he's been offered that he's not yet sure he should accept. The map — if it was a map; the word was generous for what was on the page — had the quality of something translated too many times. The coastline that might have been Crooked Island's eastern shore was rendered in a hand that was either expert or simply old, the two things being nearly indistinguishable at this remove. The depth notations, if that's what they were, grouped around what appeared to be an inlet, or a crevasse, or the mouth of something geological that the original cartographer had considered significant enough to mark.

What you couldn't fake, Oliver knew, was the particular quality of aged paper and the way ink settled into it across decades. This was a copy of something old. The original document — wherever it sat, in whatever archive — was real. The copy might still be selective, cropped, altered in any number of ways that wouldn't survive comparison to the source. But the source was real.

He looked at Quinn, who was watching him with the careful attention of a man trying to read a reaction.

"How long has your colleague had this," Oliver said.

"He identified the reference about eighteen months ago. Cross-referencing took time — the Archivo General records are partially digitized but the survey documents from the 1740s are still physical, and getting access required —"

"Has he been to Crooked Island."

"No. He's — he doesn't do fieldwork. That's where Tom comes in. Tom has done two prior surveys of the outer cays on related — on adjacent historical searches. He knows the terrain." Quinn paused, and something moved behind his eyes — a small recalibration. "Tom is thorough. He takes this very seriously."

Oliver noted the pause. He noted the word thorough arriving with its own particular weight. He noted that Quinn, who had been speaking in full, confident sentences for the past several minutes, had shortened his register the moment Tom Warren's name came into the room.

He let it pass for now. There was a time for that conversation and it wasn't while Quinn was still standing over his document with his palms flat and his chest out.

Chelsea appeared in the doorway of the shack.

She had come up from the boat quietly, the way she did most things, and she stood in the entrance for a moment reading the room the way she read a weather system: collecting data before drawing conclusions. Quinn glanced at her, recalibrated slightly, and did the thing men like Quinn sometimes did when a woman entered a room they were occupying — he subtly repositioned the map to face her, as if she were a secondary audience for a pitch that had been designed for someone else.

Chelsea walked to the desk and looked at the map.

"The eastern approach," she said. "What's the bottom like?"

Quinn opened his mouth for something general and she was already talking.

"Crooked Island Passage runs about a hundred and fifty feet through the main channel but the eastern shore shoals significantly — volcanic rock, not sand, which means the chart depths aren't reliable for anything drawing more than five or six feet. The Five Adventures draws five-two." She looked at Oliver. "We'd need to take soundings on approach. And if the weather's building from the southeast —" she looked at the document case "— what time of year are we talking?"

"The gold has been there since 1738," Quinn said, with a smile that was meant to be charming.

"I mean what time of year are you proposing we go," Chelsea said. "What are the weather windows. What's the departure plan. Who else is on this charter — is it just you, or —"

"My associate. Tom Warren. He's the — he handles the operational side. The ground survey. I'm the documentation."

"How many people total."

"Four. The two of you — I'd need a navigator, obviously — and Tom and myself."

Chelsea looked at the map for another moment. She looked at it the way she looked at charts she was committing to memory — not studying it, exactly, more like taking it in. Then she looked at Oliver.

Oliver recognized the look. It wasn't enthusiasm, precisely. It was the specific expression Chelsea wore when her interest in a problem had outrun her reservations about it, and she was noting that fact without yet deciding what to do with it.

* * *
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BERT FOUND OLIVER AT the dock box fifteen minutes later, while Quinn was inside the shack drinking a glass of water and studying the corkboard with the attentiveness of a man taking inventory.

"Tom Warren," Bert said.

"I heard the name."

"He didn't say much about him."

"He said operational side and ground survey."

"Man who says operational side when someone asks who's coming," Bert said, "means the other man is the one who does the things the first man doesn't want to describe." He looked at the shack entrance. Quinn was visible through the open wall, moving along the corkboard, touching nothing, looking at everything. "And that one. He's selling something he's already decided to take whether you agree or not. You can see it in how he's standing. He's not asking you for a boat. He's deciding how much trouble you're going to be."

Oliver considered this. He had no reason to disagree with it and several reasons to find it accurate. Bert's assessments of people had a way of being correct not because Bert was perceptive in any mystical sense but because Bert paid attention without agenda. He didn't want Quinn to be trouble or not trouble. He simply observed what Quinn was doing and drew the most reasonable conclusion from it. It was the same faculty he applied to a diesel engine that was running slightly off, or a weather report that didn't match what the sky was doing. You looked at the available evidence and you drew the conclusion that fit it best, without sentimentality.

The conclusion Bert had drawn about Quinn Perez was not a comfortable one.

"The map's real," Oliver said. "Or the source document is. You can see it in the paper."

"I'm not questioning the map."

"Could be nothing," he said.

"Could be nothing," Bert said. "Probably not nothing." He looked at the water. A brown pelican — one of the morning ones, or its sibling, or its colleague, it was impossible to say — was coasting the harbor surface thirty feet out, deciding about a fish. "You're going to flip the coin."

"I'm going to flip the coin."

"Oliver." Bert said his name the way he said the name of a mechanical problem he'd identified: flat, without drama, but with the implication that ignoring it was not going to make it resolve on its own. "The man is trouble. Chelsea knows it too, she's just interested in the logistics."

"She's asking good questions."

"She's always asking good questions. That's a different thing from the job being a good idea." Bert looked at him steadily. "But you're going to flip the coin."

"The coin has served us well."

"The coin," Bert said, "is a quarter you've had since you were twenty-three years old and it has no opinion about Quinn Perez." He picked up the fuel log from the dock box and tucked it under his arm. "I'll get the charter agreement out."

Oliver watched the pelican make its decision about the fish. It was the wrong decision — the fish was already gone — and the bird pulled up at the last moment and flew off with the dignified air of a creature that had been planning to do that all along.

He reached into his pocket and found the coin.

* * *
[image: ]


INSIDE THE SHACK, WITH Quinn standing on one side of the desk and Chelsea leaning against the wall behind Oliver with her arms crossed, Oliver set the coin on his thumb and forefinger and looked at Quinn Perez across the map.

"Here's how this works," he said. "We flip for the job. Heads, we talk about it seriously. Tails, we say good luck and point you toward the charter services on the main island, and there's no hard feelings on either side."

Quinn stared at him. "You flip a coin to decide whether to take a charter."

"We flip a coin to decide whether to have the serious conversation. The serious conversation might still end in no." Oliver shrugged. "It's a process."

"What if it's tails."

"Then it's tails."

"This is a significant financial —"

"Heads or tails," Oliver said. "You want to call it?"

Quinn looked at him. He looked at the coin. He understood, Oliver thought, that this was not a negotiation — that the coin was genuinely going to be flipped and the result genuinely applied, and that the correct response was to accept the ritual with whatever grace he could manage rather than argue its validity with a man who had already explained it clearly.

"Heads," Quinn said.

Oliver flipped the coin.

It caught the light as it turned — the harbor light through the open wall, the particular afternoon gold of the Caribbean at three o'clock — and landed on the back of his hand with a flat, clean sound.

He lifted his palm.

The coin sat heads-up on the deck of his hand. The face on it was worn smooth from years of exactly this, the relief of the profile almost gone, readable as a head only to someone who knew what they were looking at. Oliver knew what he was looking at.

"All right," he said. "We talk about it seriously."

Quinn exhaled — a small, managed sound — and reached across the desk to shake Oliver's hand.

"Not yet," Chelsea said.

She came off the wall and stood beside Oliver with the flat, decisive posture of someone who had been waiting for the right moment and had identified it. She looked at Quinn with an expression that was professionally cordial and contained approximately zero warmth.

"The coin says we talk," she said. "Before we finish talking, we settle the terms. Fuel costs, provisioning, the charter rate — our rate, not a negotiated rate — and a full briefing from this Tom Warren before we leave the dock. We don't depart without meeting him and deciding we're comfortable with him." She paused. "And we retain the right to abort the job at any point, for any reason, with no recourse. That's a standing condition on any charter we run. You agree to those terms or the coin result doesn't matter."

Quinn absorbed this. There was a moment when Oliver could see him deciding whether to push back, calculating whether Chelsea was a variable he could work around, running some internal arithmetic whose result was visible in the slight shift of his eyes before he settled his expression back into professional agreeableness.

Oliver watched that calculation happen and let it happen, because it was informative. A man who responded to Chelsea's conditions by immediately looking for the workaround was a man who had already decided what he intended the outcome to be, and was working backward from there to figure out which parts of the negotiation he needed to appear to honor. Oliver had dealt with this type before — not often, but enough to recognize the arithmetic. The question was never whether the math was happening. The question was whether the gold was real enough to be worth it.

He thought about the map. About the paper quality. About the Spanish archival notation and the specific geological formation Quinn had described on Crooked Island's eastern ridge. He thought about the fact that Quinn knew the island's geography in the detail you could only acquire through either genuine scholarship or genuine reconnaissance, and that neither of those things made him trustworthy, only informed.

He thought about Bert's words at the dock. The coin has no opinion about Quinn Perez.

He thought: no. But it has an opinion about whether we're the kind of operation that turns away from an interesting job because the client's handshake is damp.

"Agreed," Quinn said.

He put his hand out to Chelsea. She shook it once, briefly, and stepped back.

Quinn's palm, Oliver noticed, was damp. He noted this without expression and turned to look at the corkboard — the postcards, the photographs, the business cards layered like history, the old compass rose in the upper left corner, the brass key on its hook.

He heard Bert behind him, moving toward the door. He didn't turn.

"Keys of the boat are on the hook," Bert said, to no
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