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"The ocean doesn't drown you out of malice.

It simply refuses to let you pretend you can breathe."

— Elise Vantory, The Saltwater Doctrine

For the ones who fell in love

with the man holding the cage door.
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The Cage

The water is warm. That is the first wrong thing.

I have imagined this moment in shades of cold. Six months of nightmares painted in Atlantic grey, in the deep-winter blue of water that kills by degrees. But the Pacific off the Kona coast is eighty degrees and clear as gin, and when I open my eyes beneath the surface, the light falls in cathedral shafts through sixty feet of nothing.

The cage hangs below us. Door open. Swaying in a current that moves like something breathing.

Kian's hand is around mine. Or mine is around his. I cannot tell because my fingers have locked and the muscles in my forearm are firing signals my brain refuses to sort. His grip is the only solid thing in a world that has gone liquid and borderless, and I can feel his pulse in the meat of his palm, steady as a metronome set to a tempo I do not deserve.

Something moves in the blue beneath the cage.

Not a fish. The shape is wrong for a fish. Too wide across the pectoral span, too deliberate in its trajectory. It slides through a column of light and I see the markings: dark bars on a grey flank, the blunt wedge of a head designed ten million years ago for a single purpose. Tiger shark. Nine feet, maybe ten. Cruising the thermocline with the indifference of something that has never once questioned its right to kill.

I should be terrified. I was terrified an hour ago, standing on the volcanic shelf with the sun pressing on my skull like a verdict, watching Kian check the mask straps with those hands I have spent five days cataloguing. I was terrified when the water closed over my head and the world tilted from air to ocean in a breath. But down here, sixty feet below the surface, holding the hand of the man I came to this island to destroy, I feel something worse than terror.

I feel clarity.

This is how Thane died. The thought arrives without emotion, which frightens me more than the shark. Except Thane didn't have someone holding on.

The cage door yawns below us. The hinges are furred with new coral, four months of growth already sealing over the mechanism that failed, or was made to fail, or did exactly what someone in a Charleston office paid for it to do. I can see the latch from here. A steel arm, corroded now, bent at an angle that looks accidental unless you know what you are looking at.

I know what I am looking at. I have spent my professional life examining things that look accidental until the numbers prove otherwise.

Kian tugs my hand. Not urgently. A question. Up?

I look at the cage one more time. I look at the shark. I look at the man beside me, his body lean and scarred and absolutely still in the water, his grey-green eyes watching me through the mask with an expression I have learned to read over five days of rationed water and volcanic rock and the slow dismantling of every wall I built to survive the last six months.

The expression says: I will stay down here as long as you need. I will hold on until you tell me to let go. I will not be the one who opens his hand.

I think about Thane. About the man I married and the man I buried and the third man, the real one, who existed in burner phones and shell companies and a booking made under my maiden name. I think about the ring I wore on a chain until yesterday. The ring that is on a bench in a listing boat cabin, next to a sleeping bag that smells like salt and his skin and a decision I made with my eyes open.

I nod. Up.

We ascend together, Kian controlling the pace, his free hand venting bubbles to mark our rate. The shark below us turns, follows for a moment with the lazy precision of a thing that is always, always aware of where the meat is. Then it peels away, descending toward the cage, toward the darkness of the canyon beyond. I watch it go.

I surface into sun so bright it feels like sound. The air hits my lungs and I gasp and the taste is salt and heat and plumeria carried from an island I cannot see. Kian surfaces beside me, pulls his mask down, and his face is the face I hated in photographs for six months, the face I studied across a listing boat deck while my world rearranged itself around me. The sun catches the scar on his forearm and the water runs off his shoulders and his hand has not released mine.

He does not ask if I am okay. He learned four days ago that I answer more honestly when he doesn't ask.

Instead he says, "The coral's already closing over it."

I look back at the water. Below us, invisible now, the cage sways in the current. The grave I came here to visit. The machine that took my husband and gave me back a man I didn't know I needed.

"Good," I say.

I mean it. The ocean erases evidence faster than any accountant. Some things deserve to be buried in coral and current and the patient appetite of the deep.

But some truths surface no matter how far down you push them. I know this. I am a woman who finds what is hidden for a living.

And I found him.

I found all of it.

ACT I — SALT IN THE WOUND
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The Widow

The Kona heat is a living thing. It meets me at the terminal door like a debt collector, patient and absolute, and I understand within three breaths that my linen pants were a mistake. The fabric sticks to my thighs before I reach the rental counter. My blouse wilts against my ribs. The air smells of jet fuel and plumeria and something volcanic, sulfuric, as if the ground itself is exhaling.

I signed the rental agreement with a hand that did not shake. I noted this because I expected it to.

Six months. Six months since the call from a Honolulu area code, a Coast Guard liaison whose voice had the practiced softness of a man who delivered bad news in bulk. Six months since I sat on the kitchen floor in our Charleston townhouse with the phone against my ear and listened to a stranger explain that my husband's shark cage had malfunctioned during a dive off the Big Island of Hawai'i, and that despite the efforts of the dive operator, Thane Renaud, age thirty-three, had not survived.

The floor was cold. I remember that. November tile in Charleston. I pressed my palm flat against it and held on while the liaison talked about recovery timelines and remains and whether I had a preferred funeral home. The cold was useful. The cold made sense.

Nothing here is cold.

I drive a white Nissan south from the airport on Queen Ka'ahumanu Highway, the ocean on my right, the volcanic slopes of Hualalai on my left. The landscape is alien after Charleston's oaks and humidity: black lava fields stretching to the water, patches of pale grass, the occasional burst of bougainvillea screaming pink against basalt. The road shimmers with heat mirages. I keep the air conditioning at maximum and my sunglasses on and my briefcase on the passenger seat, and I rehearse nothing because I have rehearsed enough.

Kailua-Kona is a working town dressed up for tourists. The main drag is ABC stores and shave ice and sunburned families in flip-flops, but two blocks from the waterfront, the veneer thins. I find the harbor on the south end, past the charter fishing companies with their billfish flags, past the snorkel tour operators with laminated signs in Japanese and English. The harbor itself is industrial at the margins: fuel pumps, a boat ramp with a cracked concrete apron, a parking lot where pickup trucks outnumber rental cars ten to one.

I park. I check my face in the rearview mirror. Pale skin that will punish me by tomorrow. Dark auburn hair pulled into the knot at my nape, tight enough to give me a headache I will blame on the flight. Eyes that my mother, in her better years, called "courthouse green." The chain around my neck, invisible beneath the blouse collar, carrying the ring I cannot wear on my hand and cannot put in a drawer.

Thane bought me the ring at a jeweler on King Street. One carat, emerald cut, platinum band. He had opinions about rings the way he had opinions about everything: precise, informed, nonnegotiable. I loved that about him. The certainty. After a childhood built on the shifting ground of my mother's moods and my father's absence, a man who knew exactly what he wanted felt like bedrock.

Bedrock. The irony doesn't need underlining.

I step out of the car and the heat wraps my skull in gauze. I put one foot in front of the other and walk toward the harbor and the row of boats tied stern-to along the commercial pier. I am looking for one boat. I know its name. I have stared at photographs of it on my laptop screen at 2 a.m. in the blue light of an insomniac's obsession, memorizing the hull lines, the cabin profile, the crane at the stern that held the cage.

The Verdict.

The name is painted in black block letters on a white transom. Thirty-eight feet of sun-bleached fiberglass, a center console covered in salt crust, dock lines that need replacing. The boat is alone at the end of the pier, separated from the other charters by three empty slips and the gravitational field of a reputation. No customers. No signs. No laminated price list in any language.

A man is on the foredeck. Shirtless, hauling anchor chain hand over hand from a locker, his arms working in a rhythm that says he has done this ten thousand times and will do it ten thousand more. His back is brown, not tan. The brown of a man who has baked in Pacific sun until the melanin surrendered and the skin just became another surface, like the deck, like the hull, like the volcanic rock that lines this coast.

He straightens, wipes his forearm across his face, and turns toward the pier.

I see his hands first. I don't know why. His hands, gripping the chain. Wide palms, long fingers, knuckles scarred white against the brown. Split calluses on the index finger and thumb of his right hand, the kind that come from rope and metal and saltwater that never lets anything heal cleanly. His hands are a worksite.

Then his face. Angular, harder than the photographs suggested. A jaw that could cut paper. Grey-green eyes set under brows that have been bleached by the sun into near-invisibility, giving his gaze a stripped, exposed quality, like a house with the shutters torn off. Short dark hair stiffened with salt. A scar on his left forearm, long and silvered, running from wrist to the inside of the elbow.

Kian Voss. Age thirty-four. Cage dive operator. The man whose equipment failed. The man who "tried." The man the Coast Guard could not prove negligent and could not clear, either, leaving him in the particular purgatory of the officially uninvestigated.

He sees me on the dock. His hands stop on the chain.

I wait. I have learned from depositions and audits that the person who speaks first surrenders position. Let the silence do the asking.

He looks at my clothes. The linen, the blouse, the shoes that are not harbor shoes. He looks at my face. I hold the contact. His eyes narrow by a fraction, and something moves behind them that I cannot catalog yet, something that is not guilt and not hostility and not recognition but sits in the territory where all three overlap.

He drops the chain. It hits the deck with a sound like a sentence ending.

"We're not running charters." His voice is lower than I expected, rougher. A voice that has spent years competing with engines and wind and the slap of water against a hull. "Try Kona Dive Company, north end of the pier."

"I'm not here for a charter." My voice is steady. I note this too. "My name is Livia Renaud."

The name lands. I watch it land. His body doesn't move, but something behind his sternum does. A flinch that never reaches the surface. A man who has practiced not flinching.

"Renaud," he repeats. Not a question.

"Thane was my husband."

The past tense sits between us on the Kona air. A gull screams overhead. The harbor water laps against pilings and hulls. Somewhere on the pier, a generator coughs to life.

Kian Voss looks at me for a long time. His face does not arrange itself into sympathy. He does not say he is sorry. He does not look away. He stands on the deck of the boat that carried my husband to his death and he looks at the widow and his expression is a locked room.

"I know who you are," he says.

"Then you know I have questions."

"I know you flew four thousand miles. Nobody flies four thousand miles for questions." He picks up the chain again. Resumes hauling. "Whatever you're here for, Mrs. Renaud, I can't help you."

"It's Ms.," I say. "And I didn't ask for help."

He pauses. The chain clinks.

"I'm not here to sue you," I continue. "I'm not here with an attorney. I'm not wearing a wire. I'm a forensic accountant from Charleston, South Carolina, and I want to understand what happened to my husband in your cage."

His jaw works. One hard compression, left to right, the muscle visible beneath the skin. Then he says: "The Coast Guard report is public record."

"I've read the Coast Guard report. I've read the incident summary, the equipment inspection log, the witness statements, and the harbor authority's memo on operational compliance. I have questions about the things those documents don't say."

He looks at me again. A different look this time. Not the locked room. Something more like the expression of a man being circled by something he can't quite classify.

"Go home, Ms. Renaud."

I do not go home. I do not move. The sun presses on my scalp and the harbor stinks of diesel and bait and the heat makes the dock shimmer and I stand there in my wilting linen and my courthouse eyes and I look at the man whose hands killed my husband.

Or didn't. That's why I'm here. The not knowing. The gulf between the official narrative and the feeling that has lived in my chest since the second week, since I started pulling Thane's financial records and the numbers began to misbehave. Since the questions about the cage became questions about the marriage became questions about the man I buried.

I am very good at finding what people hide. It is what I do for a living and what I failed to do in my own home for nine years, and the failure sits in me like a broken tooth I keep touching with my tongue.

So this is the man who killed my husband. Or didn't. Or couldn't save him. Or chose not to. Or was put in an impossible position by a dead man's secrets.

I step onto the dock. Closer. Close enough to see the salt crust in his eyebrows, the chap on his lower lip, the particular quality of stillness in a man who is deciding how much trouble the woman on his dock is going to be.

"I'm not leaving," I tell him. "Not until I understand what happened in the water."

He says nothing. The chain hangs between his fists. The boat rocks beneath him on a swell and he absorbs the motion without thought, his balance wired into his skeleton. The harbor spreads behind him, bright and indifferent.

He doesn't tell me to get off the dock. He doesn't call security or reach for a phone. He stands on his boat with my husband's death between us like a third body, and he holds my gaze, and the Kona sun presses down on both of us without mercy or favoritism.

I wait. I am very, very good at waiting.
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The Operator

She stands on my dock like she owns the salt on it.

Livia Renaud. The widow. Five-six, maybe five-seven, built like a woman who runs and forgets to eat, sharp at the clavicle and jaw, pale skin that is going to blister in this sun before she finishes her sentence. Dark auburn hair tortured into a knot so tight it must be giving her a migraine. Green eyes that do not blink at the rate of a person experiencing normal levels of social discomfort.

She is not experiencing normal levels of social discomfort. She is experiencing whatever a forensic accountant experiences when she is standing on the boat that killed her husband. I don't know what that looks like from the inside. From the outside, it looks like control. Absolute, practiced, expensive control. The kind that costs something to maintain.

I drop the chain and tell her we're not running charters and she tells me her name and the name hits me like a rogue wave, broadside, no warning. I have been expecting this. I've been expecting it for six months, in fact, the lawsuit or the confrontation or the knock on the hull at 3 a.m. from a process server or a grieving relative with a tire iron. What I did not expect is this. A woman in linen, alone, with a briefcase and a voice like a courtroom and a gaze that is performing an audit of my face while I stand here holding anchor chain like some salt-drunk deckhand who doesn't know he's been cornered.

I know I've been cornered. I have the spatial awareness of a man who has spent twelve years putting himself between tourists and apex predators. I know when something is circling.

She says she's not here to sue. She says she's not wearing a wire. She lists the documents she's read like she's reading charges. The Coast Guard report. The incident summary. The equipment inspection log. Every word she says is a demonstration: I have done my homework. I am prepared. I am not the widow you dismiss.

I tell her to go home. She doesn't go home. She steps closer.

Nobody steps closer. In six months, everyone on this island has stepped back, sideways, away. The other operators. The harbor master. Maren, who worked my deck for four years and whose departure was the kindest thing anyone did for me because it was honest. My father, who was already a ghost before the accident and whose silence since has the consistency of cement. The tourists who used to book six weeks out and now book with anyone else. Everyone has calculated the radius of Kian Voss's disaster zone and stationed themselves outside it.

This woman walks in.

"I'm not leaving," she says. "Not until I understand what happened in the water."

I should send her away. I should call my attorney, if I still had an attorney, if I hadn't stopped paying her after the third month of no charges filed and no case opened and no one, apparently, interested enough in Thane Renaud's death to spend taxpayer money proving what they couldn't prove. I should say nothing. I should turn my back and go below and wait for her to leave, because she will leave, because the sun will drive her off this dock in an hour, because the heat out here breaks mainlanders like balsa wood.

But she doesn't flinch. She stands in the Kona sun with sweat darkening the collar of her blouse and she looks at me, and in those green eyes I see something I have not seen directed at me in six months.

She is looking at me like I am a person. Not a headline. Not a liability. Not a man to be avoided at the fuel dock. A person. A complicated, possibly guilty, possibly dangerous person, but a person, and the simple fact of that recognition undoes something in my chest that I did not know was knotted.

I say nothing. I do not invite her aboard. I do not send her away. I stand on my boat with the chain cooling in my hands and I let the silence hold, because silence is the only thing I have left that doesn't incriminate me.

She waits. She is disturbingly good at waiting.

After a long time, I pick up the chain and resume stowing it. She stands on the dock and watches me work. I can feel her eyes on the back of my neck like sunlight focused through a lens. She is cataloguing. I can see it in my peripheral vision: the micro-movements of her gaze, tracking my hands, the deck, the cabin, the crane at the stern.

The crane. The cage hangs from it in storage position, winched tight against the A-frame, the mesh dark with salt and disuse. I haven't run it since the dive. Haven't cleaned it. Haven't touched the latch mechanism, which the Coast Guard inspected and returned and which sits in its housing like a sealed question.

She is looking at the cage. I know because the quality of her attention changes. The analytical distance she has been maintaining develops a hairline crack. Her right hand moves to her sternum and touches something beneath her blouse collar. A reflex. I file it.

"The cage," she says. Her voice is the same courtroom register, but the frequency has shifted by a half-tone. "Is that the one?"

"There's only one."

"You haven't used it since."

"Business has been slow."

The understatement of the Hawaiian archipelago. I have not had a paying customer since Thane Renaud's body was recovered from the ocean floor three weeks after the dive. The insurance company settled with the Renaud estate out of my operational policy, which is now canceled. My commercial license is under review. The harbormaster lets me keep the slip because I paid through the year and because pity, in small harbors, has the force of policy.

She looks at the cage for another ten seconds. Then she looks at me. "I'll be back tomorrow," she says. "Same time."

She turns and walks down the dock, her linen pants clinging to the backs of her knees, her hair dark against the white of her blouse. She does not look back. Her posture is a line drawn with a straightedge.

I watch her go.

Then I go below.

The cabin is a coffin of warm air and diesel residue. My sleeping bag is unrolled on the berth. A single shelf holds a tide chart book, a switchblade with salt corrosion on the hinge, and a photograph in a plastic sleeve that I do not look at when I enter but that I always know is there.

Two boys on a boat. Both squinting into the sun. The older one is fourteen, brown and grinning, with his arm around the younger one's shoulders. The younger one is twelve, paler, thinner, with a gap-toothed smile and a dive mask pushed up on his forehead.

Ren.

I do not look at the photograph. I open the storage bin beneath the berth and find the thing I came down here for: a waterproof pouch, rigid-sided, the kind divers use for electronics. Inside, sealed in a ziplock, is a phone. Not mine. A Samsung, prepaid, the kind you buy at a gas station. The screen is scratched. The case is warped from saltwater exposure.

I found it in the cage mechanism four days after the dive. The Coast Guard had completed their inspection and returned the cage, and I went through it myself at 2 a.m. with a headlamp and a need for answers that was eating me from the inside out. The phone was wedged between the latch housing and the lower hinge bracket, tangled in the safety wire. It must have been in Thane's pocket when the cage opened. The water forced it into the mechanism.

I charged it. Turned it on. Read the texts.

I know what Thane Renaud was. I know what he was running from. I know that the man his wife buried was a fiction as carefully constructed as the financial products he sold, and I know that the dive he booked on my boat was not a vacation.

I have told no one.

My justification changes depending on the hour. At noon, I tell myself that I'm protecting the widow from her dead husband's ugliest truths. At 3 a.m., the honest hour, I know the real reason: telling anyone about the phone means explaining why I was in the cage mechanism after the official investigation. Which means admitting I went back to the dive site alone, pulled the cage apart, and found evidence the investigators missed. Which looks, to anyone in a uniform or a courtroom, like tampering.

I am not a lawyer. I am a man who puts people in cages in shark water for money. But I understand this much: the line between "I found evidence" and "I planted evidence" is thinner than the difference between the truth and the way the truth looks, and in the six months since Thane Renaud died in my cage, I have learned that the truth and the way it looks are two different oceans.

I turn the phone over in my hands. The screen lights. Messages. Texts between Thane and a number with a Charleston area code, stretching back three months before the dive.

I've read them all. I've read them the way you read an autopsy report: clinically, at first, and then with the creeping horror of a man who realizes the corpse on the table is more complicated than the cause of death.

The woman who just stood on my dock in her wilting linen wants to know what happened in the water. She thinks the question is about me. About the cage. About negligence or malice or the specific mechanics of a man's last breath.

She doesn't know the question is about her husband.

I put the phone back in the pouch. Seal it. Stow it. Go back on deck, where the sun is still pressing and the cage is still hanging and the empty pier stretches away toward the harbor parking lot where a white rental car is pulling out onto the road.

Livia Renaud. Forensic accountant. The woman who finds what's hidden.

She has no idea how much there is to find.
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Questions Like Knives

I am in the harbor parking lot at six forty-five the next morning with two cups of coffee from a gas station on Palani Road and a list of thirty-seven questions organized by category: equipment, protocol, timeline, personnel.

The coffee is terrible. The questions are precise.

Kian Voss arrives at seven-twelve in a truck that looks like it was manufactured during a different presidency. Grey, oxidized, with a cracked windshield and a toolbox in the bed that rattles when he parks. He gets out wearing board shorts and a T-shirt so faded the original color is a matter of speculation. Flip-flops. Sunglasses pushed up into his hair. He looks like a man who rolled off a boat, which he did, except the boat is his boat and the roll was vertical, from a sleeping bag in a coffin-sized cabin, and the distinction between living on a boat and being homeless is, in his case, largely semantic.

He sees me and stops.

I hold up a coffee cup. "Black," I say. "I guessed."

He takes it. His fingers brush mine during the transfer and I file the contact under involuntary: the roughness of his calluses, the heat of his skin at seven in the morning, the size of his hand around a paper cup. Observations. Not reactions.

"I told you to go home, Ms. Renaud."

"I don't take direction well." I sip my coffee. "My performance reviews are consistent on this point."

Something moves in his face. Not a smile. The precursor to a smile in a man who has forgotten the sequence. He kills it before it forms.

We walk to the boat. He does not invite me aboard. I step onto the transom platform without waiting for an invitation. The boat shifts under my weight, a gentle lateral roll, and I grab the rail with my free hand and my knuckles go white and I hate that he sees this.

He sees it. He says nothing.

I settle onto the bench seat in the stern, cross my legs, and open my notebook. I brought a notebook because I do not trust my phone's note function for interviews, and because the act of writing by hand forces me to process before I record, which catches patterns my typing brain would miss.

"Walk me through the morning of the dive," I say. "From the time you arrived at the boat."

He leans against the cabin door frame, arms crossed, the coffee untouched in his hand. His posture says: I have answered these questions before. For the Coast Guard. For the insurance adjuster. For the harbor master. For Maren. For the bottle of Maker's Mark I drank the night of the funeral.

I wait. I am not the Coast Guard.

"I got to the boat at five thirty," he says finally. "Checked the engine. Checked the cage. Ran the winch. Inspected the latch mechanism."

"How do you inspect the latch?"

"Manually. You cycle it open and closed ten times, check for resistance, check the safety pin, check the spring tension."

"And that morning?"

"Clean. Smooth. No resistance. Pin seated. Spring at spec." He pauses. "It was inspected that morning." The sentence comes out as a unit, preformed. He has said these exact words before, in this exact order, and the repetition is a tell I mark in the margin of my notebook.

"What time did the clients arrive?"

"First group at seven. Three tourists, two from Iowa, one from Osaka. Experienced divers, all certified. I briefed them, checked their paperwork, ran the safety protocol." He recites it flatly. "Second group at eight thirty. One client."

"Thane."

"Booked as T. Collier." His eyes hold mine. "I didn't know his real name until the Coast Guard told me."

T. Collier. My maiden name. The detail I noticed on the booking confirmation three months ago, at 1 a.m., with a glass of wine and Thane's laptop open on the bed we shared for nine years. Thane booked his death dive under the name I was born with, and the violation is so intimate, so casually invasive, that even now it makes my molars ache.

"Did T. Collier present identification?"

"No. It's a charter dive, not a border crossing. He had a confirmation number and a dive certification card."

"Which was fraudulent."

His arms uncross. "I verified the card against the issuing body's database. The certification number matched a real credential. The credential belonged to a Thomas Collier. I had no reason to believe the man in front of me was not Thomas Collier."

"Because he was using my name."

A beat. He looks at me differently now. The locked-room expression cracks, and what I see underneath is not guilt. It is the expression of a man who is only now beginning to understand the full geometry of what happened on his boat.

"Your name," he repeats.

"Collier. My maiden name. Thane was my husband, Mr. Voss. He booked your cage under my birth surname." I let that settle. "Did he seem nervous?"

"No. He was..." Kian searches for the word. "Polished. Confident. Expensive watch, good gear, firm handshake. The kind of man who looks like he belongs in every room he enters."

Yes. That was Thane. The belonging. The seamless, studied, total belonging that I mistook for authenticity for nine years.

"Did he mention why he was diving alone?"

"Said his wife wasn't certified. Said he was on vacation."

The lies stack like geological layers. Each one a different era of deception, each one laid down with the patience of a man who understood that the best lies are not invented but curated from available materials. His wife's name. Her non-certification. The word vacation.

I write in my notebook. Kian watches me write.

"The dive itself," I continue. "The cage goes down at what depth?"

"Forty-five feet. We anchor at the shelf edge, run the cage on the winch, stabilize at depth. Clients enter topside and ride the cage down. Observation time is twenty minutes. I'm in the water the entire time, free-diving, monitoring the cage and the sharks."

"You free-dive. No tank."

"I'm rated for a hundred and ten feet on a single breath. I don't need a tank to manage a cage at forty-five."

I note this. A man who descends a hundred and ten feet on a lungful of air is not a man who fears depth. He is a man who has made a religion of it.

"The morning of the dive. Thane goes down in the cage. You're in the water. The first group has already completed their dive?"

"Correct. First group surfaced at eight, deboarded by eight twenty. Thane entered the water at nine oh five."

"And the cage latch failed at?"

"Nine twenty-two. Seventeen minutes into the observation."

Seventeen minutes. Thane was alive in the cage for seventeen minutes, watching tiger sharks through the mesh, before the latch opened and the door swung free and the ocean invited itself in.

"What did you see?"

"I was at sixty feet, monitoring a tiger that was circling above the cage. I saw the door open. It didn't happen the way the report describes. The report says 'catastrophic latch failure.' What I saw was the door open like someone unhooked it. Smooth. Controlled. No snap, no jerk. Just open."

My pen stops.

"You're saying it opened cleanly."

"I'm saying it didn't fail. It released." He looks at the cage, hanging on its crane above us, the mesh dark with disuse. "I've run that latch through a thousand cycles. When it fails, it seizes. Metal fatigue, corrosion, a weakened spring. The mechanism jams, the door sticks. That's failure. What happened to Thane's cage was a release. The pin retracted. The arm swung free. The door opened the way it opens when I pull the handle from outside."

The parking lot noises recede. A generator, a gull, the slap of water. I can hear the blood in my own ears.

"Are you telling me someone opened the cage from the outside?"

"I'm telling you what I saw. The cage opened cleanly. That's not consistent with equipment failure. It's consistent with the mechanism operating as designed." He holds my gaze. "It was inspected that morning." The same words. The same formulation. And now I hear what he is saying beneath the repetition: I inspected it. It was fine. Something happened between my inspection and the dive.

I close my notebook. My hand is steady. My pulse is not.

"Mr. Voss. Do you have a dive planned for tomorrow?"

He frowns. "I'm surveying a site south of the point. Why?"

"I want to come."

He stares at me. The expression is not the locked room. It is the expression of a man watching someone reach for a hot stove.

"You want to get on this boat. My boat. After what happened."

I hold his gaze. The heat wraps us both. His coffee is still untouched, and the steam has stopped rising from it because the air is hotter than the liquid.

"That's exactly why."

He looks at me for a long time. I do not look away. He is deciding, and I can see the calculus in his eyes: risk, liability, exposure, the inexplicable pull of a woman who walks toward the thing she should be running from.

He picks up his coffee. Drinks. His expression doesn't change.

"Six a.m.," he says. "Wear something you can get wet."
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Chapter 4
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South of the Point

I agreed because I am an idiot.

This is the only explanation that survives scrutiny, and I've been running the alternatives since 5 a.m. while checking the engine oil and the fuel level and the bilge pump and everything else that a man checks when the woman whose husband died on his boat is about to step onto it for the second time.

She arrives at five fifty-eight. Not six. Two minutes early, which I note because it tells me she sat in her rental car timing her entrance, which tells me she is the kind of woman who calibrates her arrivals, which tells me she is more nervous about this than her face will admit.

She is wearing a swimsuit under a tank top and cotton shorts. Her hair is in the knot. She brought a bag with sunscreen and a water bottle and the notebook, which she tucks under the bench seat like a weapon stashed for later retrieval.

"Morning," she says.

I hand her a life jacket. She puts it on without being told how. The straps are too loose. I reach for the chest buckle to adjust it and my knuckles graze her sternum and I feel the hard circle of something metallic beneath the tank top's neckline. A ring. On a chain. She flinches, a micro-movement, and her hand comes up and touches the spot where the ring sits.

I pull my hands back. "Tighten the shoulder straps. You want it
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