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Chapter One — The Call
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Mara Parker was halfway through a steak pasty when her pager sounded. She stopped chewing and closed her eyes briefly as it vibrated again against her belt. The message flashed across its small screen: VESSEL IN DISTRESS. CREW TO STATION. “Perfect timing.”

Around her, the harbour carried on with the steady hum of a late September afternoon. Tourists wandered between the cafés and shops along the quay, some carrying bags of fudge and ice cream, others balancing trays of fish and chips while keeping a wary eye on the gulls circling overhead.

One of the gulls swooped low towards a man sitting on a harbour wall with a paper tray in his lap. “Watch it!” someone shouted, but it was too late. The bird snatched a battered cod fillet and climbed away to a chorus of swearing and laughter. Nobody looked particularly surprised.

Mara smiled despite herself, but the smile vanished when she glanced at the pager. She folded the pasty back into its paper bag and headed towards the RNLI station.

The harbour was busy, though nowhere near as crowded as it had been a month earlier. August visitors had long since gone home. The schools were back, the weather had become less reliable and the town had begun the familiar slide towards autumn. A few tables outside Nina Warren's café stood empty. Earlier in the summer there would have been a queue halfway along the street.

Nina was standing in the doorway, wiping her hands on a tea towel. “Call-out?” she asked. Mara held up the pager. “Looks that way.” “Not what you want with the weather changing.”

Mara glanced towards the harbour mouth. The sea beyond the breakwater had darkened during the afternoon. Nothing dramatic yet, but cloud had begun gathering out to the west. “Probably nothing,” she said. “That’s what everyone always says.” Nina nodded towards the remains of the pasty in Mara’s hand. “A shame to waste a decent lunch.” “It wasn’t decent. It cost nearly seven quid.” “Then it’s a tragedy all round.”

A couple near the window were sharing a cream tea while Arthur Pengelly watched from his usual table, stirring sugar into a mug and pretending not to listen. The woman spread cream across her scone, then reached for the jam. Arthur lowered his spoon. “You've done that wrong.” She blinked. “Done what wrong?” “Cream first is the Devon way,” Nina said from the doorway. “Jam first is Cornish.” Arthur took a deliberate sip of tea. “And yet cream first remains superior.” “This is Cornwall,” Nina reminded him. “Exactly,” Arthur said. “We should be setting a better example.” The couple laughed as Nina rolled her eyes, and Mara left them to continue a dispute older than anyone in the room. Some traditions never changed.

Inside, the easy rhythm of an ordinary afternoon had disappeared. Waterproofs were being pulled on, equipment checked and conversations shortened into something more focused. Cal Rowe was fastening the cuffs on his jacket when he spotted her. “You took your time.” “I was eating.” “You’re always eating.” “That’s because I enjoy being alive.” “Funny. Most people use food for that.”

Mara grabbed her volunteer crew kit from the locker and began changing. She had followed Ben Parker into the lifeboat station six years earlier, after his death made staying ashore feel worse than going out. “What have we got?” “Fishing vessel overdue.” “Local?” “Looks like it.” “Which one?” Cal shook his head. “They haven’t confirmed yet.” That wasn’t unusual; information arrived in stages, especially when weather and radios got involved.

Within minutes they were moving towards the lifeboat. A handful of visitors paused to watch from the quay; mobile phones appeared, children pointed excitedly, and the sight of the lifeboat preparing to launch drew its usual crowd. Mara hardly noticed them. Her attention was fixed on the water as the tide lifted the boats against their moorings and the crew made ready. Visitors noticed the sea; locals noticed what it was doing. By the time the engines fired into life, the wind had strengthened noticeably.

The lifeboat eased clear of the harbour and headed towards open water. Mara stood near the rail and watched Looe fall away behind them: the bridge stretched across the river between East and West Looe, harbour lights emerged as afternoon edged towards evening, fishing boats rocked at their moorings and people strolled along the quay carrying shopping bags and takeaway cartons. For a few moments everything looked calm. Then the breakwater slipped behind them and the Atlantic took over.

The sea was never truly rough that close to shore, but it had a different character beyond the harbour mouth. The swells grew longer and heavier, the wind carried more force and spray burst against the hull often enough that conversation became difficult. Nobody complained; the crew had worked in worse.

An hour later, they were well into the search area when the missing vessel was finally identified: Sea Venture, with three crew aboard. Mara knew the boat by sight; most of the harbour did. A fishing boat wasn’t just a fishing boat in a town like Looe. It belonged to families, histories and generations.

Cal appeared beside her. “They’ve found debris.” “Anything useful?” He shrugged. “Depends what your definition of useful is.” They adjusted course and continued searching among a crate, scattered fishing gear and a fuel container. Nothing else appeared, and the daylight was fading quickly.

Cloud covered most of the western horizon now and the sea had taken on the dark grey colour that often arrived before evening weather rolled in. Mara swept another section of water through her binoculars and found nothing. She lowered them, then raised them again.

A shape appeared briefly between the swells, far enough away that Mara doubted herself. It vanished, returned on the next rise, then disappeared once more. “Contact,” she said, and every head turned immediately. The figure rose again on the next swell. Human. The crew reacted without hesitation.

Training took over as the lifeboat altered course. Spray erupted from the bow while they closed the distance and the figure became clearer: a woman with dark hair spread around a face untouched by panic. She wore no lifejacket, and nothing floated nearby to explain how she had reached open water. As the lifeboat closed the distance, she simply watched them approach.

The recovery itself was swift. Within minutes she was aboard and wrapped in a thermal blanket, and Mara crouched beside her. “Can you hear me?” The woman nodded, though her eyes were fixed not on the crew or her rescuers but on the sea beyond the lifeboat. It was not longing, Mara realised, but concentration—as though she were listening for something beneath the engines and the wind. “What’s your name?” No answer. “Were you on the Sea Venture?” Nothing.

Her skin felt cold but not alarmingly so, and Mara frowned as the detail lodged itself somewhere in the back of her mind. Everything about the woman felt slightly wrong, though she couldn’t have explained exactly why. The wrongness was quiet rather than obvious, the sort of thing that made a person keep looking even after there was nothing useful left to see.

The journey back to Looe seemed longer than the journey out. Darkness had settled fully by the time the harbour lights came into view, and word had already spread. People waited along the quays and harbour walls—some relatives hoping for news, others simply locals responding to the appearance of emergency vehicles and flashing lights. Curiosity travelled fast in a small town.

Paramedics were waiting when the lifeboat returned. The woman stepped ashore without assistance; questions were asked, no answers were given and she remained silent throughout the transfer. Mara stayed back while the ambulance crew took over and the harbour resumed around her: gulls, engines and voices, threaded through the smell of diesel and salt. Someone nearby carried a tray of chips drenched in vinegar, while a pair of tourists tried to photograph the harbour lights reflecting across the river. Normal life had already started closing over the evening’s events.

The woman reached the ambulance and suddenly stopped. For the first time since the rescue, she turned and looked directly at Mara. The stare wasn’t hostile; if anything, it seemed weary, as though she had travelled a very long way and found herself somewhere she no longer recognised. Mara stepped forward. “You alright?” The woman studied her for several seconds before speaking, her voice calm, clear and unexpectedly strong. “Why did you bring me back?”

Mara frowned. “What?” Around them, nobody appeared to notice. A paramedic was talking into a radio, another was loading equipment into the vehicle and, farther along the quay, somebody laughed loudly at a joke Mara couldn’t hear. The woman never looked away. “You shouldn’t have done that,” she said quietly, looking past Mara towards the harbour
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