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So we beat on, boats against the current,

borne back ceaselessly into the past.

— F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby

The sea remembers everything that has touched it.

— Old fisherman's saying, Blackwater Cove
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CHAPTER ONE: THE FIRST SAMPLE
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The water samples told her things people never would.

Emily Ward had learned this early, before she understood the loneliness it implied, before she grasped that spending your best hours peering at liquid through glass lenses was a particular kind of autobiography. She had known it at sixteen, when a chemistry teacher asked the class what they wanted to be and she had said, without hesitation and without the social calibration she would later develop, that she wanted to understand what lived in water that nobody could see. The other students had laughed. She remembered the sound of it still, high and careless as gulls, and she had not looked up from her desk.

That was eighteen years ago. The teacher was probably dead now. The students were scattered to the particular compass points that life assigns to people from small inland towns: marriages, mortgages, the slow accumulation of ordinary history. Emily Ward had accumulated something different. She had accumulated knowledge. It sat in her, densely packed, the way sediment packs at the bottom of deep water, and she had come to trust it more than she trusted most other things.

She was standing at her laboratory bench in a converted cottage at the edge of Blackwater Cove, watching the first sample of the morning rotate in its centrifuge. The grey predawn light filled the window behind her with the flat, provisional quality of a photograph not yet developed. The sea was audible through the walls, had been audible all night, which was not unusual but tonight had felt somehow less like background and more like address, as though the sound was directed rather than ambient. She had lain in bed at two in the morning, listening to it, and told herself she was a scientist and that the sound of the sea was the sound of fluid mechanics operating under the influence of tidal forces.

She had not entirely convinced herself.

Morning was for the work. The work was the centrifuge and the notebook and the columns of figures, and she was good at morning, always had been, the clean slate of it, the way each day in the laboratory began from the same baseline of procedure and built toward whatever the samples decided to give her.

Blackwater Bay had been giving her a great deal for three years.

She had come from a research post at a coastal university where the work was excellent and the human element of academic life had been, in the particular way it often was in her experience, too complicated to justify the energy it required. The research grant arrived the same month she was considering leaving, which she had recognised as the kind of coincidence that was functionally indistinguishable from providence, and she had taken it without extended deliberation. She was thirty-one at the time. She was now thirty-four.

The grant was for the study of bay ecosystems in transition: biological change indicators in closed coastal water systems. Blackwater Bay was ideal. Semi-enclosed, with a complex cave system and submarine geography, a functioning fishing community that provided historical data, and a location remote enough to conduct the study without the interference that attached itself to better-known sites. She had driven down from the university on a January morning, arrived in the grey early afternoon, and stood on the seawall looking at the bay for perhaps ten minutes before going to find the cottage the university had arranged.

She had looked at the bay in the way she sometimes looked at things: not analytically, not immediately, but with a quality of attention she could not quite describe. A sense of something already known. She had attributed this to the visual familiarity of bay landscapes, which she had worked in all her professional life, and filed the feeling under the general heading of recognition and moved on.

This was one of the memories she returned to now, often, in the small hours when her mind moved in the way minds moved in darkness. She returned to it because the feeling had been real, and it had not been recognition of a landscape type but something more specific and less explicable. The word she was slowly and reluctantly coming to apply to it was the word her scientific training most thoroughly resisted.

Called.

The centrifuge clicked to its conclusion.

She removed the tube and held it to the light. Normal salinity. Suspended particulate levels within expected range. She noted the figures in her precise, small hand, numbers aligned in their columns as they had been since her first fieldwork, when her doctoral supervisor had watched her record results and said that scientific notation was a form of moral seriousness and that sloppy numbers produced sloppy conclusions and that sloppy conclusions were a failure of responsibility to the thing being studied.

She had written that down in a different notebook. She had, she reflected, spent a significant portion of her professional life writing down what men told her, and a roughly equal portion quietly demonstrating they were right.

She was making coffee when the telephone rang.

She stood with the kettle in her hand, judging the hour. Seven in the morning. She had lived long enough in Blackwater Cove to know that Mayor Richard Dawson operated on a schedule determined entirely by his own requirements. He was a man of what she mentally filed as managed warmth, the kind of warmth that was real enough on the surface and revealed, if you pressed it, an architecture of calculation beneath. She did not dislike him. She was simply under no illusions about him.

She answered.

"Dr. Ward." The warmth was there, impeccably maintained at seven in the morning. "I hope I'm not disturbing you."

"You are," she said. "What is it?"

A pause in which she imagined him recalibrating. "We have a situation on the beach. Dead fish, a significant number of them, washed up along the northern shore since last night. Two complaints already, before sunrise, which gives you a sense of the scale." Another pause. "There are markings on some of them. Strange ones. The men who found them said they looked almost like burns. Patterned burns."

Emily set down the kettle.

She had found markings on three specimens two weeks ago. She had photographed them, noted them, filed them as anomalous pending further investigation. She had told no one, because two specimens was preliminary observation, not a finding, and she had learned by experience that the difference between the two was not merely scientific but social.

"I'll go and look," she said.

"I'd be grateful," Dawson said. There was something in the phrase she could not account for, a quality beneath the gratitude. A note that might have been relief, or might have been satisfaction. She filed it for later review.

She dressed in her field clothes and gathered her kit. In the small mirror by the door she looked at herself for a moment with the assessing attention she brought to specimens: thirty-four, dark-eyed, lean from outdoor work and functional eating, with a stillness in her face that different people read differently. Her first serious boyfriend had called it composure and found it attractive. Her last had called it distance and found it exhausting. She had decided the distinction was useful data about the men rather than actionable information about herself.

She pulled the door behind her and stepped into the morning.

The town should have been coming to life. Early summer was when Blackwater Cove began its annual transformation from working fishing community to minor tourist destination, the B-and-B signs appearing in windows, the ice cream stall setting up on the harbour front. She had watched this transformation twice before and found it sociologically interesting, the way a community managed its two identities, the permanent and the seasonal.

This morning the town was not coming to life.

The streets held a suspension that she felt before she processed it, a wrongness at the body's peripheral level. She passed the chandler's, the grocery, the small bakery that opened at six and by seven usually had people inside. The bakery was closed. She walked the length of the high street and saw no one.

At the corner of the harbour road she stopped.

The birds were gone.

Not reduced, not quieter than usual. Gone. The sky above the harbour, which in June would carry its perpetual argument of herring gulls and lesser black-backs, was empty and pale. The rooflines were bare. The only sound was the sea itself, and even that had changed, had flattened to a register that felt less like weather and more like waiting.

She walked faster.

The smell reached her before the sight did: not the ordinary salt of low tide but something sharper, biological, the smell of cellular breakdown, of proteins releasing into air. She came around the seawall and stopped.

They lay in their hundreds. Mackerel, herring, larger bass, all arranged by the tide in a long glittering line along the dark sand. Their eyes were clouded to the opacity of recent death. And on their scales, distributed across the bodies but with an internal consistency she recognised even from distance as pattern, the markings. Dark, slightly raised. Not burns. Something inscribed from within.

She walked forward and crouched over the nearest fish.

Subdermal. The discolouration was below the surface of the scales, which meant the source was internal. The pattern was radial: concentric curves intersected by straight lines, the geometry iterating across the body with a consistency that made her reach immediately for her notebook. She had seen this geometry somewhere. She could not immediately place where.

She worked for forty minutes, methodical and unhurried, taking samples at intervals along the shore, sketching the distribution in her field notebook with the unliterary precision of scientific illustration. No wind. No birds. The water in the bay lay without the small ordinary movements of current and wind, as though something below it had sent a directive and the surface was obeying.

She worked until the wrongness of the silence became impossible to ignore as mere absence and began to feel like presence.

She stood.

She had been a scientist for twelve years. She knew the quality of a morning that was the beginning of something, the sense of standing at the edge of unmapped territory. She had felt it before at the start of significant work.

Not like this. This had something underneath the professional excitement, something that sat low in her chest without moving, that she had no category for and therefore did not name.

She put away her kit and turned to walk back and stopped.

The water at the bay's edge, in the shadow beneath the overhang of the old breakwater, was glowing.

She stood very still.

Cold blue-green, pulsing at intervals she timed with the part of her mind that could not stop timing things. Three seconds. Four. The perfect consistency of a process rather than the randomness of an organism. She had seen bioluminescence from dinoflagellates, from sea creatures, from a bacterial bloom in a Scottish sea loch. She had never seen bioluminescence that pulsed at regular intervals, that came from two, three metres down, below any surface mechanism.

She looked at it for two minutes. She photographed the water, knowing the photograph would capture nothing. The light continued regardless of her, patient and cold and entirely indifferent to its audience.

Then she walked back through the town, through the empty streets and the absent birds and the eerie pre-tourist-season silence, and the wrongness of the morning stayed with her all the way to her door.

She did not name what she felt.

She went back to work.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE THING ON THE SLIDE
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The microscope revealed what the naked eye could only suggest.

Emily prepared the slide with the care she gave all preparations: staining in sequence, coverslip pressed without air bubbles, focus adjusted by increments through coarse and fine controls. She did this cleanly and without ceremony, and when the image came into focus she looked at it for perhaps five seconds, then sat back from the eyepiece.

She sat back and breathed.

Then she looked again.

In twelve years of marine biology she had developed what she thought of as a catalogue of the knowable: a comprehensive internal taxonomy of what she would expect to find in samples from coastal and open-water environments, organised by type, by scale, by the likely environmental conditions of each finding. She had spent years building this catalogue. She was confident in it.

The organism on the slide was not in the catalogue.

It was small enough to sit at the boundary between bacterial and protist size, which was unusual but not impossible. What was impossible was its morphological complexity. Bacteria were not complex in this way. The thing on the slide had internal geometry, visible and deliberate, a structure within a structure that repeated itself at multiple scales in the manner of a mathematical fractal. She had seen this self-similar patterning in biological systems before, in the branching of coral colonies and the spiral chambers of foraminifera, but never at this scale, never in a free-living unicellular organism.

And the geometry was familiar.

She adjusted the focus. Increased the magnification. The image clarified and the pattern sharpened and she reached across the bench for her field notebook and opened it to the sketches from the beach and held the notebook beside the eyepiece and looked between the two.

Yes.

The same radial distribution. The same intersecting curves and lines. The same iterating angles, the same proportional relationships between elements. The organism's internal structure was a microscopic reproduction of the markings on the fish, which were in turn a reproduction of whatever had produced them, and the thought that completed this sequence was one she postponed.

She was reaching for her camera when the pounding began.

Both fists, she would estimate, rhythmic but uncontrolled. She set down the camera, noted the magnification and slide identification, and went to the door.

The young woman on the step was perhaps twenty, brown-haired, her face stripped of its ordinary arrangement. Rubber boots caked in harbour mud. A wax jacket with a fish company's logo on the breast, the kind of jacket that cost thirty pounds and lasted a decade, the uniform of families who worked the water. Her eyes were red and her hands were gripping the door frame with a force that was not conscious.

"You're Dr. Ward," she said. Not a question.

"Yes."

"My name is Sarah Miller. My dad's gone." She released the door frame. "Michael Miller. He's been going out to this bay every morning for thirty years and this morning his boat came back without him. Empty. Engine still running. They found it drifting near the north caves."

The engine still running. Emily felt the specific weight of this detail land in her chest and filed it immediately because she needed the space.

"Come inside," she said.

Sarah came in and stood in the middle of the kitchen, too undone to orient herself, and Emily put the kettle on and placed a chair in front of the girl without asking whether she wanted to sit, because she could see she needed to sit whether or not she knew it.

"Tell me everything from the beginning," Emily said. "Exactly as it happened."

The account was coherent and detailed in the way of people who use description to manage themselves. Michael Miller had left the harbour at five that morning as he did every working morning, alone. Communication with the harbour keeper at departure. No weather advisory. Conditions calm. At six forty a harbour man found his boat drifting two hundred metres off the north cave entrance, engine running, tackle undisturbed, Michael's coffee flask still in its holder.

No Michael.

"He's been going out for thirty years," Emily said. "Has anything like this ever happened?"

"Never." The word was a door closing. "My mum died when I was twelve. It's been just the two of us. He always, always came back on time." She pressed her hands flat on her thighs. "Some of the other men are saying things. About the water feeling different. About not wanting to go near the north shore." She looked up. "They're not men who say things like that."

Emily registered this. "Have you called the sheriff?"

"Someone did. He's there."

They walked to the harbour, Emily with her field kit, Sarah with the compressed internal focus of someone holding herself together by conscious force. The morning had not brightened in the way of June mornings. The sky stayed flat and unhelpful and the town around them stayed held in the same unnerving suspension as the beach.

The harbour had its own particular atmosphere: the manufactured calm of a coastal community performing steadiness because panic was the option none of them could afford. Two deputies in dark uniforms. Three fishermen she recognised. The harbour authority woman with her clipboard. And Jake Cooper, standing slightly apart from the others.

She had formed views about Jake Cooper in the way you formed views about people observed over time without direct engagement. He was the sheriff. He was competent and careful. He maintained a reserve that was not coldness but something more considered, a deliberate management of professional distance that she recognised because she maintained a version of it herself. The fishermen treated him with the specific regard of men who believed the person holding a difficult job was doing it well. She had, in three years, spoken to him perhaps six times. He had been professionally courteous on each occasion. She had, on the drive home after the most recent one, spent twenty minutes thinking about his eyes, which were the grey of an overcast coastal sky, and had then filed this observation under the general heading of none of your business.

He saw her cross the dock and came to meet her.

"Dr. Ward." A glance at Sarah. "Good of you to come."

"What do you have?" she said.

He told her: the boat, the positioning, the equipment, the coast guard request filed at seven thirty. His face was professionally arranged and underneath the arrangement she could see, because she was very good at reading what people placed underneath their arrangements, something that disturbed her more than the missing man. He was not simply doing his job in a difficult morning. He was genuinely frightened. Not panicked, not performing, but privately, specifically frightened, in the way of a man confronting something that does not fit the model he has spent fourteen years building.

"Three other people," she said.

He looked at her.

"That's the thing you haven't told me yet."

A pause. "Three individuals reported missing in the past week, all last known location near the water. Ongoing investigations. I am not in a position to confirm a connection."

"And yet," she said.

"And yet," he agreed. He held her gaze for a moment, and what passed between them in that moment was more honest than anything they had said aloud: two people who had been doing their respective jobs in this town for three years, both arriving in the same week
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