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CHAPTER ONE The Water Beside the Boat
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Cinder Cay, The Bahamas

Late September

Zadie Albury heard the call twice before she believed the fear in it. The first transmission broke apart beneath engine noise and static, a man’s voice reaching across the water in pieces, something about a swimmer, the outer reef and help needed now. Everton Rolle looked up from the fuel gauge at the same moment she reached for the radio. They had been heading back towards Cinder Cay with six empty cylinders secured behind them and no customers aboard, a quiet return that changed in a single glance.

“Boat calling near Black Reef, this is Sea Glass. Give me your position again.” Zadie held the microphone close while Everton turned the boat. The answer came clearer this time. A visiting charter was holding west of the reef near the outer basin. One person was injured in the water and they had not managed to bring him fully aboard. Zadie asked how many people remained in the water. Everyone else was out. Everton opened the throttle before she finished acknowledging the call.

The bow lifted across the chop. Black Reef lay low beneath the morning glare, dark coral and deeper water breaking the sea into layered blues visitors spent money trying to describe afterwards. Zadie recognised the charter before she could read its name. It had been working around Cinder Cay for two days, carrying holidaymakers on the sort of half day trip that promised reef fish, clear water and photographs worth showing people back home.

She had seen the couple earlier that morning near the public dock. The man was perhaps fifty, wearing a broad hat while his wife rubbed more sun cream across the back of his neck. He protested that she had already done it once. She informed him that marriage did not make him immune to ultraviolet light.

Zadie had been carrying cylinders past when he said, “I survived thirty years of your cooking. The sun has no chance.” His wife slapped his arm. A few minutes later he asked whether the reef was suitable for somebody who swam confidently but disliked deep water. The skipper gave sensible instructions and the man listened. Nothing about him suggested somebody looking for danger.

Everton reduced speed as they reached the charter, bringing Sea Glass alongside without forcing the other skipper to choose between his passenger and avoiding a collision. Zadie saw the blood before she saw the man. It spread beside the stern in thin red ribbons, bright for a moment and then diluted into blue. Two people leaned over the boarding platform, one supporting the swimmer beneath the shoulders while another fought with the ladder.

Zadie stepped across as soon as Everton brought them close enough. She asked what had happened and heard the word shark from somewhere behind her, repeated as though naming the animal explained anything. She dropped to her knees at the stern and saw the injured man properly. His hat was gone. His face had the grey, stunned look of someone whose body had travelled beyond fear. One arm remained hooked through the ladder while the people above tried to support him.

It was the man from the dock. His wife stood only a few feet away with both hands pressed over her mouth. She looked from her husband to Zadie, then forced herself to speak. “Piers. His name is Piers.”

Zadie reached down. “Piers, I’m Zadie. We’re getting you out. Keep looking at me if you can.” His eyes moved slowly until they found her. For one instant he looked embarrassed, as though he had caused trouble for everyone around him. “I followed the bloody instructions,” he whispered. Zadie told him she knew. She did not know, not yet, but he did not need to spend the next thirty seconds defending himself.

Everton was beside her almost immediately. Between him, Zadie and the charter skipper, they changed the angle and took more of Piers’s weight instead of dragging him vertically against the ladder. That was when Zadie saw the injury properly. The damage was high on one leg and severe enough that reassurance would have been dishonest. She ordered towels, cloth, anything clean, and people moved because being given something specific to do was easier than standing near blood.

The charter skipper talked while they worked, perhaps because silence would have forced him to think too much. Piers had been barely five metres from the boat, in the water with two others for less than ten minutes when the surface erupted. Nobody saw the shark approaching, and nobody agreed on its size. Zadie listened without building a theory. A frightened witness could be truthful and still be wrong.

Piers tried to pull himself higher. Zadie told him not to move, but he managed one word, his wife. The woman came forward immediately. Piers turned towards her voice before he found her face. “Sorry,” he said. She made a broken sound that was almost anger and asked for what. Piers said he had promised to be back on the boat. She tightened her grip on his hand. “You are coming back on the boat.”

Zadie concentrated on the weight beneath her hands. She counted the movement aloud, Everton took Piers beneath the shoulders, and together they brought him across the platform. For several seconds the world reduced itself to wet clothing, slipping skin, shouted instructions and the narrow surface beneath his body. Someone behind them began crying, quietly at first, then without trying to hide it.

Zadie knew enough first aid to understand what she was seeing and enough humility to know that understanding did not make her the most qualified person available. What they had was pressure, time and a boat that could move. She said Everton’s name, and he answered that he was already on it, reaching for the radio. The charter skipper turned for Cinder Cay while Zadie and the others did what they could.

Piers’s wife stayed beside him, holding his hand and talking about ordinary things, their hotel room, the terrible coffee that morning, the sunglasses he had probably left aboard. Zadie had seen people do that before, build a bridge from ordinary details because the alternative was admitting ordinary life might no longer be waiting on the other side.

Piers opened his eyes once and whispered something Zadie did not catch. His wife bent closer, repeated “Camera?” and shook her head. “Forget the camera.” Piers gave the smallest nod. Zadie looked back and saw a small camera floating near the place where they had pulled him out, secured to a bright strap.

A man on a second boat was pointing towards it. The vessel belonged to Quentin Cazalet’s film operation, which had been working around Cinder Cay for several days. The man called that somebody needed to grab the camera before it sank. The charter skipper looked at him as though violence had suddenly become reasonable.

Zadie told him to leave it. The crewman argued that the camera might contain evidence, and anger arrived with surprising clarity. “So do the people who were here.” He began to answer, then noticed the blood across her forearms and stepped back. The camera remained behind.

As they turned towards Cinder Cay, Zadie noticed another vessel beyond the outer reef, smaller, practical and carrying no tourists. Someone aboard was handling fish tubs near the stern, and a change in the breeze carried a sour trace of fish and salt. It meant nothing by itself. Fishing boats worked these waters, and ordinary activity could look suspicious only because something terrible had happened nearby.

Zadie refused to fill the empty space with a story. She had watched too many visitors notice one unexplained thing and construct an entire island around it. Still, she remembered the vessel and what she had smelled. It proved nothing, but forgetting inconvenient details was how bad explanations became comfortable ones.

Piers stopped answering before they reached the harbour. Zadie continued working because stopping would have meant admitting there was nothing useful left to do. His wife kept talking anyway, telling him about breakfast they had planned for the next morning. Tomorrow could perhaps still be reached if she described it clearly enough.

Everton brought them in fast enough to matter and carefully enough not to create another emergency. Solange Dorsett was waiting before the lines were secure, a medical bag in one hand and two local responders beside her. Her eyes went first to Piers, then to the blood, then to Zadie. “Alive?” Zadie hesitated.

Solange’s face changed, but her hands did not. She went immediately to Piers and organised the transfer away from the dock. His wife climbed off beside him and then seemed to lose her sense of where she belonged, hovering near strangers who had taken over the physical work of caring for the man she had been joking with less than an hour earlier.

Before following Solange, the woman turned back. “He did what they told him. He stayed beside the boat. Piers doesn’t even like deep water. He only went in because I wanted to. Please don’t let them say he was being stupid.” Zadie promised she would not and knew immediately the promise had come too quickly. She could control what she said, not what other people decided a dead tourist had done wrong.

Everton stayed beside Zadie until the dock had cleared. He looked at the blood covering her forearms and told her to wash it off. Zadie said she had noticed. Everton repeated her name in the tone he used when allowing her another minute would not be kindness. She went to the dock tap and scrubbed her hands and arms while the water beneath them turned pink, then clear.

She hated that most. Less than an hour earlier Piers Frobisher had been making his wife laugh while she rubbed sun cream onto the back of his neck. Now the physical evidence that he had existed on Zadie’s boat disappeared through a drain beside the harbour. Engines still started. Somebody carried ice towards another vessel. A delivery truck moved along the road. The ordinary world had absorbed his death without requiring anyone else to stop.

Questions arrived almost immediately. Was it a tiger shark? How large? Was the reef unsafe? Had there been feeding nearby? Zadie answered only what she knew. A shark had bitten Piers. She had not witnessed the attack and could not identify an animal from the injury. She would not declare the whole reef safe or unsafe because certainty was what she did not have.

One man asked whether Piers had swum away from the group. Zadie turned towards the charter skipper. “No. He was where I told him to be.” She stored the sentence exactly as he gave it. A man who stayed near the boat could become a man who wandered once stories started moving. A tourist who followed instructions could become somebody who ignored a warning. One small change made the dead easier to blame.

Near midday, Romilly Vennick from Quentin Cazalet’s production came down the dock carrying a phone and two notebooks. Zadie knew her from emails filled with phrases such as controlled access, documented survey and heritage discovery. Romilly offered condolences first, and Zadie gave her credit for remembering that a person had died before she began discussing the production.

Then Romilly said they wanted to make sure nobody connected the film operation with what had happened. Everton, coiling line nearby, stopped moving. Zadie asked why anyone would connect the two. Romilly said rumours had begun about filming attracting sharks, although everything had been handled carefully. The death appeared to be an unpredictable wildlife incident involving a tourist.

Zadie let the words settle. “Appeared to who?” Romilly said the people who had been there. Zadie reminded her that she had been there. Romilly corrected herself and said she meant people who saw the actual attack. Zadie asked whether she had spoken to the charter skipper. She had not. Piers’s wife? Of course not, Romilly said, not today. Zadie asked whether Romilly had spoken to her. “That’s what I’m doing now.”

“No,” Zadie said. “You came here to tell me what it was.”

For the first time, Romilly looked uncomfortable. Zadie was too tired to enjoy it. Asked what she had seen, Zadie looked towards the harbour entrance and saw Piers beneath the surface again. She remembered the floating camera, the crewman who wanted it recovered, and farther out near Black Reef, the service boat, fish tubs and smell across the water.

“I saw what happened afterwards,” Zadie said. “That isn’t the same as seeing what caused it.” Romilly nodded, perhaps relieved by the qualification, and Zadie understood how easily uncertainty could become permission to choose the most convenient answer. “And I saw enough to know nobody should be writing the story yet.”

Romilly’s phone vibrated. She looked at the screen, and Zadie saw the change in her face. A statement had already been prepared for the production’s social channels. It expressed sympathy, described the death as an unpredictable wildlife incident unrelated to the expedition and reassured followers that the production was operating under strict safety standards.

Zadie read it twice. She asked whether it had gone out. Romilly said no. Zadie asked who had written it. Romilly did not answer immediately, and that was answer enough.

From the harbour, Black Reef was only a dark interruption in beautiful water, the kind of place somebody could photograph from shore and imagine they understood. It did not look dangerous or innocent. It simply existed while people on land decided what story would make them most comfortable. Piers Frobisher had been dead less than an hour, and already somebody was deciding what his death meant.

Zadie handed the phone back and told Romilly not to publish the statement. Romilly said Quentin would want a reason. Zadie glanced towards Sea Glass, where Everton had given up pretending not to listen, then looked back at her. “He can start with this one,” she said. “Nobody has asked me what I saw.”
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CHAPTER TWO What the Camera Missed
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Tamsyn Orrell arrived on Cinder Cay three hours after Piers Frobisher died at Black Reef. Two television crews were already waiting near the harbour entrance, one local and one from Nassau, while a man with a phone spoke solemnly to his own camera. Across the road, three tourists stood beneath a breadfruit tree discussing shark behaviour with confidence that had arrived since breakfast. Tamsyn carried her field case past them and kept walking.

She had arranged the visit with Zadie Albury nearly six weeks earlier. The plan had been simple enough, three days around the outer reef, reviewing sighting records, checking recent observations and comparing them with movement data from tagged animals passing through the region. It was the kind of field work Tamsyn trusted because it rewarded patience and punished enthusiasm. By the time she reached the dock, patience had become a luxury and everybody seemed to want an answer before the questions had even settled.

Zadie stood beside a boat named Sea Glass, washing the deck with more force than the job required. Everton Rolle worked near the stern, checking gear with the deliberate concentration of a man who had already answered too many questions. Neither looked up immediately. Tamsyn stopped a respectful distance away and introduced herself. Zadie shut off the hose, looked at her once and said she knew who she was.

“I can come back later,” Tamsyn said.

“No. Later will be worse.” Zadie coiled the hose once, abandoned the attempt halfway through and looked at the field case in Tamsyn’s hand. “You were meant to be here for shark monitoring.”

“I still am, if you want me to be.”

“That depends on whether you can tell me anything useful without spending ten minutes explaining why you cannot tell me anything useful.”

Everton kept his head down, but Tamsyn saw the corner of his mouth move. She understood the irritation. Scientists had a habit of turning uncertainty into a language nobody else was allowed to speak, then becoming surprised when frightened people wanted decisions rather than caveats. Tamsyn had once been worse than most, and there were days when she suspected she still was. “I can try.”

Zadie studied her for a moment, then asked the question everybody else had apparently been asking since morning. Would the shark come back? Tamsyn answered that it might never have left the area, which made Zadie close her eyes as though counting silently to three. Tamsyn admitted that had not been the most useful way to phrase it, then tried again. If Zadie meant whether the same individual was likely to remain close to the place of the attack, Tamsyn did not know. If she meant whether sharks would continue using the outer reef, then yes. They already used it. One fatal bite did not make the whole reef permanently dangerous, but it did not make it safe either.

“Better,” Zadie said.

It was not approval, but Tamsyn accepted it.

They moved beneath the shade beside the dive shop. Somebody had left two cups of coffee on a table, both untouched. Zadie pushed one towards Tamsyn and warned her it was probably cold. Tamsyn drank it anyway while Zadie described what she had seen, beginning with the radio call and ending with Piers Frobisher being taken from the dock. What interested Tamsyn most was not any single detail, but the care Zadie took with the boundary between what she had witnessed and what she had been told.

“Most people would fill that gap,” Tamsyn said when Zadie finished.

“Most people already have.”

Zadie told her about the floating camera, the film crew member who wanted it recovered and the smaller working boat she had noticed beyond the reef. She described fish tubs and a smell carried on the wind, but she did not call them bait. Tamsyn noticed that restraint immediately. It was rare after a frightening event. People wanted causes because causes could be blamed, avoided or punished. An observation that remained merely an observation made everybody uncomfortable.

The first footage came from the charter boat. A guide had recovered one phone and two small cameras from passengers before leaving the scene. None showed the bite clearly. One clip caught a sudden disturbance at the edge of frame, followed by shouting and the camera swinging towards the stern. Another showed open water for several seconds before somebody screamed. Tamsyn watched each file twice, first for the water, then for the people, because what someone was doing immediately before an incident often mattered as much as what appeared afterwards.

There was not enough. The answer was familiar. Eighteen months earlier, Tamsyn had spoken too confidently about a pattern in an animal movement dataset during a conference in Southampton. A colleague questioned one processing choice, another found a second problem, and within two weeks the interpretation was withdrawn. Nobody had been hurt and her career survived, but she had learned how easily a clean conclusion could outrun the evidence supporting it.

Now she heard the sentence she had used that day whenever certainty came too easily. The data show. These days she preferred the data suggest, the observations are consistent with, there is not enough yet. Zadie, understandably, did not need a lecture on the emotional history of scientific verbs.

“What can you tell me?” she asked.

Tamsyn paused the footage on a frame showing the reef edge before the disturbance. She explained that the water was clear enough that somebody might have seen a large shark approaching from one direction, but visibility was not the same as awareness. People looked where they expected things to be. Zadie asked whether it could have been a tiger shark. Tamsyn said it was possible. Everton pointed out that everyone was already calling it one. Tamsyn replied that tiger sharks used those waters and the injury had been severe, but neither fact amounted to an identification.

Zadie tapped the screen. “Could there have been several?”

“Yes.”

“Working together?”

“Nothing here supports that.”

Zadie’s expression sharpened. “Nothing?” “Several sharks can use the same area. They can respond to the same prey, current, habitat or human activity. That is not the same as coordinated behaviour. If somebody starts calling them a pack, I’m going to become annoying.” Everton glanced at her. “You’re preparing early.”

“Professional discipline.”

For the first time, Zadie almost smiled. The next footage came from Quentin Cazalet’s production. Romilly Vennick arrived carrying a tablet and the controlled expression of somebody whose job required several conversations to happen at once. Tamsyn recognised the name from emails about access and filming arrangements, although they had never met. Romilly said the production had collected copies from several cameras and was happy for Tamsyn to review anything relevant to the animal activity.

Tamsyn asked whether they were original files. Romilly hesitated only slightly before saying they were where available, then clarified that there were working copies as well. Zadie folded her arms but said nothing. The silence did more than an accusation would have.

The first sequence was useful. It showed the outer reef earlier that morning, before Piers’s charter arrived. A large shark passed beneath the production boat and disappeared towards deeper water. The camera operator held the shot rather than chasing it. Later, another animal appeared farther out. The markings were not clear enough for Tamsyn to decide whether it was the same shark returning or a second individual. She asked for the time codes.

Romilly showed her. Then Tamsyn found the gap. It was not dramatic, which was what made it interesting. One clip ended at 8:41. The next began at 9:03. The light was similar and the camera position had shifted slightly. Twenty two minutes had disappeared from what Romilly had described as the morning’s outer reef sequence.

“What happened here?”

Romilly looked at the tablet. “Battery change, perhaps.”

“Perhaps?”

“I didn’t assemble this export.”

“Who did?”

“Baxter.”

A man at the far end of the shade looked up when he heard his name. He was younger than Tamsyn expected, lean and sun browned, with a camera housing open on a towel in front of him. He crossed over without hurry, listened to Romilly explain what they had found, then looked at the screen and frowned.

“That isn’t the full file.”

Something in Romilly’s face changed, not enough to accuse her of anything, but enough for Tamsyn to notice. Tamsyn asked whether Baxter kept the original. He said he kept everything original. When she asked to see it, he glanced towards Romilly and said it was her call. Three people looked at the producer at once.

“Of course,” Romilly said.

The answer was immediate enough to sound reassuring and late enough not to feel entirely reassuring. Baxter headed towards the production boat. Zadie watched him leave, then looked back at Romilly and repeated the words battery change. Romilly reminded her she had said perhaps. Zadie replied that the word was spreading. Tamsyn returned her attention to the material already on the tablet because both women were beginning to circle the same irritation from different directions.

The missing minutes could mean almost nothing. Editors cut dead time. Batteries failed. Cameras stopped. Files were exported badly. Somebody might have removed a section simply because nothing useful happened in it. The existence of an absence was not evidence of intent, and intent was what frightened people invented fastest. Tamsyn reminded herself of that twice because the alternative explanation was already becoming more interesting than the evidence deserved. A shadow fell across the table.

“Dr Orrell.”

Tamsyn looked up and met Quentin Cazalet for the first time. He was taller than she expected, silver beginning at the temples, his sleeves rolled as though he had arrived midway through useful work rather than from the air conditioned interior of a production office. Tamsyn had seen him in documentaries and magazine photographs, always beside something recently recovered or about to be. In person he was less theatrical, which she suspected was part of the theatre.

“I wish we were meeting under better circumstances,” he said.

“So do I.”

His attention moved towards Zadie. “And I’m sorry about this morning.”

“Piers’s wife is the person to be sorry for.”

Quentin accepted the correction without resistance. “You’re right.” The ease of it interested Tamsyn. He knew how to lose a small point without surrendering control of the conversation. Romilly told him they were reviewing the footage. Quentin said the cameras might finally produce something useful from a terrible morning. Tamsyn pointed to the missing twenty two minutes. Quentin looked at the time codes, then said they should find them. Again, no defensiveness.

He asked what she thought about the sharks. Tamsyn gave him the same answer she had given Zadie, several animals using one area did not establish coordination, repeated presence could have natural or human influences, and nothing she had seen allowed anyone to predict the behaviour of one individual. Quentin listened without interrupting, then said that was good. Tamsyn had expected disagreement. “Good?”

“The public loves intention. A shark looks at a camera and suddenly it is hunting the crew, guarding a wreck, taking revenge on tourists. If we have an opportunity to replace some of that nonsense with understanding, we should.” Zadie looked at him. “Is that what the film is about now?”

“It could be part of it.”

There it was. Quentin explained that the production was preparing a documented survey of a suspected historical site connected to an earlier expedition. No recovery had been authorised, he said, although the possibility obviously interested investors and broadcasters. He wanted Tamsyn to have access to the wildlife footage, surface observations and anything else relevant to her work. If she wished, she could also accompany the survey team in a scientific capacity.

The offer pulled at her more strongly than she wanted it to. The footage alone could be valuable. Repeated sightings around one reef, especially if supported by complete time codes and environmental observations, might add useful context to the monitoring work she had already planned. Access to the survey route could also help explain where human activity intersected with animal movement. None of that required her to become part of Quentin Cazalet’s story.

The difficulty was that Quentin Cazalet seemed very good at making those two things sound identical.

“I’m not endorsing your expedition.”

“I didn’t ask you to.”

“Not yet.”

He laughed softly. “Fair.” Zadie looked between them. “That sounded like flirting.”

“It wasn’t,” Tamsyn said.

“Good. I’d hate to see what your arguments look like.”

Quentin appeared pleased by the exchange, which made Tamsyn trust him slightly less. Baxter returned carrying a solid state drive and a laptop. He sat beside Tamsyn, found the original recording and opened a sequence beginning before the exported clip. The time code ran continuously. No battery change. Romilly remained behind them. Nobody spoke.

For the first few minutes, nothing happened. Sea moved beneath the production boat. A crew member crossed the frame. Somebody off camera discussed light levels. Then a shark appeared near the reef edge, turned once and slipped away. Tamsyn watched the shape disappear and kept her attention on the time code. At 8:47, another boat entered the background. Zadie leaned closer.

It was small and practical, the same general type she had described from later in the morning. The vessel moved slowly towards the mouth of the reef system and held position there. Tamsyn checked the time again. “Was anyone meant to be working at the mouth then?” Zadie shook her head. “The charter skipper told his passengers nobody was.”

Romilly said that did not mean he knew every boat movement. Tamsyn agreed. The unidentified vessel remained near the reef entrance for six minutes before moving out of frame. No shark rushed towards it. No crew member did anything obviously suspicious. The footage did not tell Tamsyn who was aboard, what they were doing or whether their presence mattered at all. But the boat had been there. And somebody had removed the only sequence that showed it.
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CHAPTER THREE The Man Who Finds Things
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Gethin Hesketh arrived on Cinder Cay after sunset and found Quentin Cazalet beneath the harbour lights telling a frightened camera assistant that nobody was going back into the water until morning. Quentin sounded calm and responsible, the same voice Gethin remembered from difficult meetings and dives when people wanted somebody else to decide what happened next.

The island should have looked unfamiliar after eight years. Instead, the harbour brought back details too small to have survived usefully in memory, the angle of the concrete wall, diesel beneath salt, the way the ridge disappeared once darkness settled behind it. He had spent years remembering the cave and almost none remembering the place from which they had entered it.

Gethin had heard about Piers Frobisher during the crossing, tourist in the water near Black Reef, shark attack, severe injury, dead before reaching shore. The details altered each time somebody repeated them, but the outcome did not. By the time the launch tied up, the harbour carried the tension that followed a sudden death in a small place, when everybody knew enough to be frightened and not enough to agree about why.

Quentin saw him and excused himself from the young crew member. They shook hands. Eight years was long enough for faces to change without becoming strange. Quentin had more grey at the temples and deeper lines around his eyes than television lighting normally allowed, but he was still handsome in the calculatedly careless way that had always served him well.

“Hell of a day to arrive,” Quentin said. Gethin replied that he had gathered as much. Quentin gave him the dead man’s name, Piers Frobisher, fifty two, wife with him. When Gethin asked how he already knew the age, Quentin said he had asked. That was Quentin too. He remembered names, ages and small preferences, anything that made people feel seen. Sometimes the attention was sincere. That was what made it useful when it was not.

A woman crossed the dock carrying a folder beneath one arm and speaking into a phone. She stopped long enough to tell Quentin that the morning survey had been removed from the schedule, the outer reef work was under review and the insurer wanted a written account before midnight. Quentin introduced her as Romilly Vennick. She gave Gethin a quick handshake without losing the thread of the call, then continued towards the building beside the harbour.

“She runs the part of my life that involves consequences,” Quentin said.

“Sounds expensive.”

“You have no idea.”

Under the awning, a younger man was kneeling beside an equipment case, carefully cleaning the housing of a large underwater camera. He worked without rushing, checking a seal, setting one component aside and starting again when something did not feel right. Quentin introduced him as Baxter Penrose, the camera diver. Baxter raised two fingers in greeting and returned to the housing. Gethin liked him for that.

He followed Quentin into the temporary production office, a guesthouse dining room converted into a place of maps, charging stations, laptops and labelled cases. A whiteboard carried a schedule already crossed through in three places. WEATHER had been written beside the following day in block capitals, followed by a question mark that somehow looked less reassuring than leaving the space blank.

Gethin stopped beside the wall because a survey image had been pinned above the table, and he knew the cave before he consciously recognised it. The photograph showed part of the ridge from offshore, dark water beneath a broken limestone edge. Nothing in it would have meant much to somebody seeing the place for the first time. To Gethin, one shallow notch in the rock placed everything else around it. Somewhere below that line was the route they had entered eight years earlier. Somewhere beyond it was the ledge where Ivo Pinder had disappeared.

His shoulders tightened before he could prevent it. Quentin noticed and said, “You remember it.” Gethin said yes. When Quentin answered, “Good,” the word irritated him more than it should have.

“That depends on what you want me to remember.”

“The practical things. The old route. Where we lost time. What changed as we went in.”

“We lost more than time.”

Quentin did not answer. Gethin had known when he accepted the contract that returning would mean standing in front of this place again. He had simply preferred the abstract version, route sketches, emails, equipment lists, anything that kept the past two dimensions wide. Ivo Pinder had been twenty six. Gethin remembered the age more often than the date.

Eight years earlier, four of them had entered the cave system with a plan that became less honest the farther Quentin moved beyond it. They found material they were not authorised to remove. Gethin knew that because he had been there. Later, after Ivo disappeared and Delphine came out injured and furious, Gethin signed an account that omitted the unauthorised work. Nobody forced his hand. Quentin shaped the explanation, certainly, but Gethin still signed his name beneath it. That part belonged to him.

What he did not know was what happened between Quentin and Ivo before Gethin reached the aftermath. Quentin said Ivo had fallen somewhere nobody could safely reach. Conditions had been poor enough and Delphine distressed enough that Gethin accepted the claim. Afterwards he spent years deciding whether that acceptance had been reasonable or merely convenient. Returning was supposed to answer the question. At least that was the respectable reason.

The other reason was money. Commercial salvage work had been irregular for months, and Quentin’s contract paid well enough to make moral clarity less convenient. Gethin had told himself he would have returned unpaid if the chance arose. That might even have been true. It did not change the figure written into the agreement. Quentin opened a folder on the table. “I need your memory, not your guilt.”

Gethin looked at him until Quentin admitted the sentence had sounded better before he said it. Gethin told him it had sounded exactly like him, then asked who knew he had been on the earlier expedition. Quentin named Romilly and said Baxter knew there had been an earlier visit, though not everyone involved. Tamsyn Orrell probably knew something by now. Zadie Albury had not yet been told.

“Then she needs to know tonight.”

“You’re not concealing your experience.”

“I’m concealing which experience.”

That removed the easy humour from Quentin’s face. A movement outside interrupted them. Baxter had stopped working and was looking towards the harbour road. Gethin followed his gaze and saw a woman walking slowly with another person beside her. He did not know her, but the way people around the harbour made room told him who she was. Piers Frobisher’s wife.

One of the production assistants lifted a camera almost by reflex. Baxter reached across and placed his hand over the lens before the man could frame the shot. “Not her,” he said, then turned the camera towards the floor. There was no lecture and no performance. Gethin remembered that.

Later, the production gathered for food in a small room behind the office because Romilly had decided people who had not eaten should not be trusted with schedules, insurance forms or underwater equipment. The meal arrived in mismatched containers from a nearby kitchen. Nobody pretended it was social, which made the conversation easier.

Tamsyn Orrell was already at the table when Gethin came in. He knew her by reputation, though not personally. She was smaller than he expected and looked more tired than somebody who had arrived that afternoon had any right to be. Zadie sat opposite her, Everton beside the window. Quentin arrived last, which Gethin suspected was deliberate. Zadie looked directly at him. “You’re the salvage diver.”

“That’s what they put on the invoice.”

Tamsyn glanced up. “What does it say when you’re being modest?”

“Consultant.”

She laughed, and it surprised him how much he liked the sound. Quentin introduced him properly, then described Gethin as one of the most experienced men he knew around difficult underwater recoveries. Gethin told him that was not the introduction he had planned. Quentin replied that Gethin had been taking too long, but Zadie was not interested in the joke.

“Have you been here before?”

There it was. Gethin put down his fork and said yes. Eight years earlier, he had been part of an expedition into the cave system beneath the ridge. The room changed without anybody moving. Zadie’s face hardened first. She asked whether he meant the expedition in which Ivo Pinder died. Gethin said he did.

“And nobody thought that was worth mentioning before tonight?”

“I thought it was.”

Her eyes moved to Quentin, who said they had been going to tell her. Gethin almost laughed. There were phrases that should be banned from any conversation involving trust, and we were going to tell you belonged near the top.

Tamsyn studied Gethin rather than Quentin. She asked whether he had been there when Ivo died. Gethin answered carefully. He had been there when Ivo disappeared. He had not seen the fall. Zadie asked what happened, and Gethin gave the version he could stand behind. The earlier team had gone beyond the work originally agreed. Items were removed without authority. Ivo objected. Later he disappeared in a section Gethin had not directly observed. Delphine Pinder survived, and Gethin helped her out.

Tamsyn asked about the report. Gethin looked at her and understood she already knew enough to ask. He told them the report had left out the unauthorised removal.

“Whose decision?”

“Mine, when I signed it.”

Silence held across the table. Quentin said there had been more context than that. Gethin replied that there always was. Context was the thing people produced when the plain version of a choice became uncomfortable.

The meal never recovered its earlier ease, but nobody left. Zadie asked practical questions about the old route. Tamsyn wanted to know which memories Gethin trusted and which might have been reconstructed later. Everton asked whether the original entrance matched the current exterior plan. Romilly made notes without trying to protect Quentin. Gethin answered what he could and said when he could not.

Eventually Tamsyn asked why he had come back. Gethin said he wanted to find out what remained. She waited, so he admitted Quentin also paid well. Tamsyn said that was the part she believed. Gethin asked whether she trusted nothing else after knowing him for forty minutes. She replied that forty minutes was already generous.

The humour loosened the room for perhaps half a minute before Quentin said, “Between Gethin’s memory and Tamsyn’s work with the sharks, we might actually be able to tell this story properly.” Gethin saw Tamsyn’s expression change. Quentin had always possessed that particular gift, taking other people’s expertise and placing it inside a sentence that already belonged to him.

“We’re not your evidence yet,” Tamsyn said.

Quentin raised both hands. “Noted.” Gethin looked towards her. “I think that was flirting.” Zadie gave him the faintest smile. Tamsyn shook her head and said apparently everyone on the island had become very interested in her personal life. Gethin blamed the size of the place. She blamed the length of the day. For the first time since arriving, something inside him loosened. It did not last.

After the others left, Gethin returned alone to the survey room. Quentin had gone to another meeting, Romilly was still on the phone and Baxter was backing up footage at the far end of the building. Gethin switched on the desk lamp and took the old notebook from his bag. He had carried it from home without opening it once during the journey. That had been another kind of avoidance.

The pages smelled faintly of damp paper despite eight dry years in a drawer, and his handwriting from the earlier expedition seemed younger somehow, faster and less suspicious. He spread the notebook beside Quentin’s current survey and began comparing them carefully. The main approach matched. So did the first turn and the wider chamber beyond it. Then Gethin found something that did not.

A faint line in his old notes ran beyond the mapped route towards a section they had examined only briefly on the second day. Beside it, in his own handwriting, were two words. Possible continuation. Gethin looked at the current survey again. The line was gone. Not corrected, not marked uncertain, not replaced by a different interpretation. Gone.

He checked the orientation, then the route again, because mistakes deserved to be eliminated before motives were invented. The result stayed the same. Someone had chosen not to include it. For eight years he had told himself the cave held one unanswered question, what had really happened to Ivo Pinder after Gethin lost sight of him. Now, before the new expedition had even begun, the place had given him another.

And this time the missing thing was a route.
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CHAPTER FOUR A Safe Distance
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By eight the next morning, Zadie Albury had cancelled three dives, refunded two customers who had already paid deposits and moved a fourth booking to a date she suspected would never suit anyone involved. She did it from the desk inside the dive shop with the harbour visible through the open door and the telephone wedged between her shoulder and ear, while Everton Rolle stood outside checking a fuel line that had not needed checking yesterday. Neither of them mentioned how much money was leaving the business because both already knew.

The ordinary customer area near Black Reef was closed for the day. Zadie had made that decision before anybody from the production or the local response suggested it, partly because it was sensible and partly because she refused to let Quentin Cazalet later describe caution as something his expedition had imposed on her. She could reopen other sites once she was satisfied they were unaffected, but she would not take paying visitors near the place where Piers Frobisher had died simply because the weather was good and the bookings existed.

Her third caller wanted to know whether the cancellation meant all sharks near Cinder Cay had become dangerous. Zadie explained that sharks had always been near Cinder Cay. The caller then asked whether that meant the islands had been unsafe all along. Zadie closed her eyes and looked towards Everton, who had somehow developed a deep professional interest in the fuel line. “No,” she said. “It means the sea contains animals.” The caller did not appreciate the answer.

When the conversation ended, Everton came inside carrying two mugs of coffee and placed one beside her. He called her manner warm. Zadie told him to shut up and said she had been informative. Everton reminded her that she had told a frightened customer the sea contained animals. “She seemed surprised,” Zadie said. The humour lasted until he looked at the booking sheet and stopped smiling.

Three days of cancellations would hurt. A week would begin changing decisions about fuel, maintenance and wages. Longer than that, and Zadie would have to decide whether being responsible meant protecting the business or protecting the people whose income depended on it. She hated that those could become different things. “Everybody gets paid,” she said. Everton pointed out that he had not asked, then added that he had been wondering whether she remembered she also got paid. Zadie drank the coffee and ignored him.

A knock sounded at the open door before he could continue. Solange Dorsett stood outside wearing clinic trousers, a loose blouse and the expression of somebody who had been awake long enough to stop counting. Zadie rose immediately and asked about Piers’s wife. Solange said she was not good, but she was not falling apart either, and those were not the same thing.

Marianne Frobisher had stayed overnight in a room near the clinic rather than return to the hotel alone. Arrangements were being made for family to travel to
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