
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


THE SCARLET TIDE

For all the things in the water that suffered without witness. And for the ones who stayed to watch.
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Chapter One: The Empty Net
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The sea gave back Denny Marsh on a Tuesday.

What was left of him, anyway.

Natasha Voss found the hand first — or what she initially took to be a seal pup tangled in the kelp ribbons that laced the lower rocks of Breakwater Point. She'd been walking the shoreline before dawn the way she always did, boots unlaced, coffee going cold in her fist, reading the water the way her father had taught her before he could read himself. The tide was wrong that morning. She'd felt it before she'd seen it — a stillness that sat beneath the surface chop like something holding its breath. The colour was off too, a deep indigo bruise where the channel ran between the point and the outer reef, instead of the grey-green she'd known her whole life.

She almost didn't stop.

But the shape in the kelp was wrong in a way that registered below thought, in the animal part of her brain that predates language, and her boots hit the rocks before she'd made any conscious decision to move.

It wasn't a seal.

She stood over it for a long moment, the cold wind off the North Pacific pressing her hair flat against her face, and stared at the thing in the seaweed. The hand was still attached to a forearm, the forearm to perhaps eight inches of upper arm, and then nothing. The torn edge was ragged and dark, the exposed tissue the colour of old tallow, and the whole thing was bloated with water in that specific, terrible way that told you it had been out there for at least two days. Maybe three.

On the ring finger, still catching the first grey light of morning, was a band of silver she'd seen a thousand times. A St. Christopher medal soldered flat and worn into a ring because the chain had broken and Denny Marsh had never gotten around to replacing it.

Natasha Voss set down her coffee cup on a flat rock, sat down beside it, and put her head between her knees.

She'd known Denny her whole life. Everyone in Port Blossom knew everyone their whole life — that was the deal you made when you chose to stay, and most people chose to stay because they didn't know how not to. The village clung to the southern tip of Vancouver Island's shadow coast like a barnacle on a hull, forty-seven permanent residents in the off-season, maybe sixty in summer when the seasonal workers came up from the south to run the cannery lines. There was one road in and out, a two-lane logging track that washed out at the north bend every February without fail. There was one pub, the Anchor and Antler, which served three kinds of beer and a chowder that had been improving incrementally since 1987. There was a cannery, a fuel dock, two dozen houses in various states of wind-driven deterioration, and a harbour that could berth twelve boats at capacity.

It was not a beautiful village in any postcard sense. It was functional and salt-scraped and stubborn, and the people who lived there wore those same qualities like second skins.

Denny Marsh had been forty-one years old and had crewed on his uncle Roy's boat, the Patrice, since he was fifteen. He had a laugh that started somewhere around his knees and arrived at full volume with no warning, and he chewed the same brand of mint gum he'd been chewing since high school, and he had been, as far as Natasha knew, the sort of person who had never once in his life done anything to deserve what the water had done to him.

She sat on the rocks for a long time before she made the call.

Chief Harold Okafor arrived with the same expression he'd been wearing for the three weeks since it had all begun — a particular compression of the features that was not quite a frown and not quite blankness, but lived somewhere in between, in the territory of a man absorbing things he has no framework to absorb. He was a large man, built like someone had stacked two regular men on top of each other and thrown a jacket over the result, and he crouched over what remained of Denny Marsh with his forearms on his knees and his radio crackling softly at his hip.

"That's his ring," Natasha said. She was standing ten feet back because she didn't want to look at it again.

"I can see that."

"So you know who it is."

"I can make an assumption." He turned to look at her over his shoulder. His eyes were tired in a way that had become permanent over the past three weeks. "How are you doing?"

"I'm fine."

"You found a man's arm in the seaweed."

"I'm fine, Harold."

He turned back to the arm and said nothing for a moment. Behind them, the village was beginning to wake — lights coming on in the Marsh house first, which Natasha felt like a stone in her chest, because Roy Marsh was an early riser and Roy Marsh did not yet know that the sea had returned his nephew in pieces.

"The Patrice went down six days ago," Harold said, not to her particularly, more to the air between himself and the evidence. "We found the hull. We found some of the gear. We found Roy alive."

"I know we did."

"Roy didn't have a mark on him. Exposure." He paused. "He was floating four miles offshore holding onto a fuel tank."

"I know, Harold."

"Four miles, Natasha. Whatever happened out there pushed him four miles before it was done with him." He stood, his knees popping, and looked at the grey horizon. "Three boats in three weeks. Nine men."

"Eight," she said quietly. "Now nine."

He looked at her. She looked back at him.

"The coast guard report says—"

"The coast guard report says mechanical failure and adverse sea conditions." She heard the edge in her own voice and didn't try to file it down. "That's what they said about the Mary Frances too. Dave Pellerin's boat. And Jimmy Tran's boat before that."

"Those investigations are ongoing."

"It hasn't been adverse conditions, Harold. You know that. I know that. Half the village knows that." She looked at the water, at the deep bruised channel between the point and the reef, and tried to articulate the feeling she'd been carrying for three weeks like a stone she couldn't put down. "Something is out there."

Harold Okafor was quiet for a long time. He was a practical man, a man shaped by twenty years of policing a community where most problems had comprehensible causes — bad weather, worse judgment, the occasional drunken altercation outside the Anchor and Antler that ended with someone's nose redistributed. He was not, in Natasha's experience, a man who wanted to have this conversation.

"I've put in a request for the fisheries department to send someone out," he said finally.

"And?"

"Two weeks, minimum. They're understaffed."

"Two weeks." She looked down at what remained of Denny Marsh. "Right."

Her father's boat was called the Evangeline, after his mother, and it sat in berth seven at the end of the main dock like it had sat in berth seven since before Natasha could walk. It was a thirty-four foot aluminum-hulled combination vessel — gill-net and troll, twin diesel, a wheelhouse that smelled permanently of coffee and WD-40 and the specific salt-and-fuel smell that Natasha associated with every safe and known thing in her life.

Her father was already aboard when she arrived at the harbour, which she had expected, and was overhauling the port engine with his back to the dock, which she had also expected.

What she had not expected was to find him crying.

She stopped at the top of the gangway. Viktor Voss was fifty-four years old and had the build of a man who had spent his entire adult life hauling gear in subzero temperatures — wide across the shoulders, thick-handed, with a neck like a dock piling. He had buried his wife eleven years ago and taken a gaff hook through the palm three years later and neither of those events had produced tears, at least not that Natasha had witnessed. He was crying now without sound, bent over the engine housing with one hand pressed flat to the aluminium, and the sight of it hit her somewhere between the sternum and the throat.

She came down the gangway and sat on the stern gunwale without speaking.

After a moment he reached up and pressed his sleeve to his face and straightened.

"Roy called me last night," he said. His voice was uninflected, which meant he was holding it together through sheer mechanical effort. "From the hospital. He wanted to know if I'd heard anything about Denny."

"I found him this morning," she said. "At the point."

A silence that lasted the length of several waves. The harbour was quiet around them — most boats still berthed, which was itself a message. Two months ago at this hour you couldn't hear yourself think over the sound of diesel engines warming up. Half the fleet had stopped going out.

"How bad?" Viktor said.

"Bad."

He nodded once, the way men of his generation nodded at things that couldn't be talked around, and turned back to the engine.

"You're not taking her out today," Natasha said. It was not a question.

"I'm not taking her out today."

"Good."

He looked at her then, and for a moment she saw something in his face she wasn't used to seeing there — not grief, she knew grief on her father's face, had watched it reshape him for years — but something rawer and more animal than grief. Something that looked like fear.

"Magda Tran came into the Anchor last night," he said. "After the dinner service. She was talking about the Kuskulana."

Natasha kept her expression neutral. "People are scared."

"She wasn't scared. She was — " He searched for the word. "Certain."

The Kuskulana was an old piece of coastal mythology, the kind of story that circulated in fishing communities the way ghost stories circulate anywhere people spend long dark hours doing dangerous work. Depending on who was telling it, it was a shape in the deep water, a judgment summoned by disrespect of the ocean, a force that came when the balance was broken. Natasha had grown up with it the way she'd grown up with all the old stories — she kept them in a separate mental drawer from operational reality and did not confuse the two.

"Magda lost her husband," Natasha said. "She can believe whatever helps her get through the day."

"It's not just Magda."

She knew that. She'd been watching it for two weeks — the way the fear was curdling into something more specific, more ritualized, the small offerings she'd started noticing on the dock cleats in the mornings. Fish bones arranged in patterns. Knots tied in certain ways that her grandmother would have recognized. The language of people reaching for explanations in the dark.

She understood it. She even felt the pull of it, sometimes, in the small cold hours of the night when she let herself think about what Roy Marsh had described from his hospital bed. The sound before it happened. He'd said it three times to Harold, unprompted, pressing the word like a bruise: sound. A vibration more than a sound, he'd said. Something that went through the hull of the Patrice like the boat was a bell being rung.

And then the water coming in.

She thought about that sound now, and about the deep bruised colour of the channel, and about Denny Marsh's St. Christopher ring on a hand that had come back without a body, and she felt the fear move through her like a current.

She was, however, Viktor Voss's daughter. She put it away.

"I need to borrow the inflatable," she said.

Her father looked at her.

"Not past the harbour mouth," she added. "I just want to look at the water near the reef line."

"Why."

"Because I want to see something."

"Natasha—"

"The colour's wrong in the channel," she said. "It's been wrong for a week and nobody's talking about it. I want to see if it's algae or current or something else."

He held her gaze for a long moment, and she watched him move through several objections and discard them, because he was her father and he understood that she was the same kind of person he was — the kind who walked toward things rather than away from them, even when walking toward was the more frightening direction.

"Inside the harbour mouth," he said.

"Inside the harbour mouth," she agreed.

She took water samples at three points along the inner reef line, filling the glass collection jars she'd had in the back of the inflatable's dry box since her marine biology unit at the community college in Port Alberni, seven years ago now, back when she'd briefly entertained a future that looked different from this one. The water in the second jar was noticeably darker than the others, a quality that persisted even in the jar — a depth of colour that sat below the normal particulate turbidity, something in the water itself rather than something floating in it.

She was capping the third jar when she saw the fish.

They were floating at the edge of the kelp bed on the harbour side of the reef — three rockfish and what looked like a small lingcod, all of them belly-up, their white undersides catching the morning light. She paddled over and looked at them without touching. They were not freshly dead. The eyes were clouded and the flesh had begun to soften at the edges, but what she noticed — what stuck in her mind as she paddled slowly back toward the dock — was their mouths. All four fish had their mouths wide open in the same configuration, the same rictus, like they'd been trying to breathe something that wasn't there.

She'd seen fish kills before. Algae blooms, oxygen depletion, the occasional temperature anomaly. She'd never seen this pattern.

She pulled the inflatable up onto the dock ramp and sat for a minute looking out at the channel. The light was full now, a flat grey autumn light that pressed everything down and made the horizon look closer than it was, and the sea moved in its ordinary way, swells and chop and the slow pulse of deep water, entirely indifferent to Denny Marsh and the Patrice and Roy in his hospital bed and the four dead fish in the kelp.

But it was not ordinary. She could feel it the way you feel a missing step in the dark — the absence of something that should be present, a gap in the rhythm.

She'd been reading this particular stretch of water her entire life. The harbour mouth, the channel, the reef system that curved south toward Breakwater Point and the deep water beyond. She knew its moods, its seasonal patterns, the way it announced storm systems forty-eight hours out if you knew how to listen. She knew when the halibut moved and when the salmon came through and where the current shifted in mid-October.

She did not know this.

Jimmy Tran's boat, the Lily of the North, had gone down on the third of September, twenty-two days ago. Jimmy and his deck hand, a twenty-three year old named Corey Ash who'd been working boats for less than a season, had both been lost. No bodies recovered. The boat had been found running in circles six miles offshore, one side of the wheelhouse staved in, the outriggers gone. The coast guard investigator who came up from Victoria had spent four hours in Port Blossom, walked the dock, looked at the photos, and used the words catastrophic mechanical failure in a tone that suggested he'd already typed them before he arrived.

Dave Pellerin's boat, the Mary Frances, went down on the fourteenth of September. Dave was forty-seven and had been fishing the shadow coast since he was nineteen. He went out alone, which was against his own rules but which all of them did occasionally when they needed to think. He didn't come back. The Mary Frances was found partially submerged on the rocks at the south end of Wreck Bay, the hull breached from below on the port side, the damage consistent — according to the coast guard investigator, a different one this time, who spent six hours in Port Blossom and used the same catastrophic mechanical failure language in the same tired tone — with the vessel striking a submerged rock formation at speed.

Except Natasha knew those rocks. She'd fished over them since she was old enough to hold a rod. Dave Pellerin had fished over them for longer than she'd been alive. The breach in the hull was not consistent with striking a rock at any speed. She'd gone down to Wreck Bay on the day after the Mary Frances came in on the tide and she'd stood at the waterline and looked at the hole in Dave Pellerin's boat for a long time.

The edges were pushed in, not out. Whatever had breached the hull had hit it from the outside.

She hadn't said this to anyone. Not because she didn't trust people to believe her, but because she hadn't yet decided what it meant, and she had a deep-rooted reluctance, inherited from her father, to speak before she was ready to back the words up.

The Patrice had gone down on the twenty-sixth of September. Roy Marsh had survived. Denny Marsh had not.

Nine men, as of this morning. Three boats.

Natasha sat on the dock ramp with her water sample jars in her lap and counted the remaining boats in the harbour and thought about the spacing of it. Twelve days between the Lily of the North and the Mary Frances. Another twelve days to the Patrice. She didn't know if that meant anything. She didn't know if the twelve-day rhythm was a coincidence or a pattern, didn't know if she was connecting dots that didn't belong on the same page. But she filed it, the way she filed everything, in the organised darkness at the back of her mind where the things she didn't yet understand went to wait.

The deep indigo bruise in the channel had moved, she realised. She'd noticed it at first light, sitting between the point and the reef. Now, from the dock, she could see it was further north, closer to the harbour mouth, a shadow in the water moving with a slowness that could not be explained by either current or wind.

She watched it for a very long time.

The shadow did not move in the pattern of a current. It moved with a kind of intention that she would have been embarrassed to articulate to anyone else, that she filed instead in the same dark back-room as the fish with their mouths open and the spacing of the sinkings and the sound Roy Marsh had described. A vibration more than a sound.

She put the lids on her sample jars and walked back up the dock and the shadow in the water moved north along the harbour mouth like a slow black hand, and she did not let herself run.

The Anchor and Antler opened at eleven and was already a third full by quarter past, which told you everything you needed to know about the state of Port Blossom. Fishermen who should have been on the water sat at tables and drank coffee or something stronger and spoke in low voices. Natasha took the stool at the far end of the bar, the one that had been her father's stool since before she was born, and ordered coffee from Britt Lunde, who had been running the bar for fifteen years and who had the useful quality of being able to read the room without making it worse.

"Harold's been in twice this morning," Britt said, setting the coffee down. She was a compact, efficient woman in her late forties, with short silver-streaked hair and the kind of calm that came from years of absorbing other people's storms. "Once before the call went out about Denny. Once after."

"How's it sitting?"

Britt looked at the room. "Not well."

Natasha followed her gaze. She could see the vectors of it — the men who were staying off the water out of fear, quietly ashamed of the fear; the men who were talking about going out anyway, louder than the situation required; the older fishermen who sat with their coffee and said nothing because they remembered other bad seasons and knew that silence was sometimes the only honest response. In the corner booth, Magda Tran was sitting with two other women whose husbands had not yet been recovered, and the three of them had the specific, terrible stillness of people who had been required to hold a large and terrible thing for too long without being allowed to set it down.

"She came in last night talking about the Kuskulana," Natasha said.

"I know. I was here." Britt refilled a cup down the bar without looking away. "You think it's a curse?"

"No."

"Then what do you think it is?"

Natasha wrapped her hands around her coffee cup. "I think it's something the water made," she said carefully. "Or something we made in the water." She looked at the window, at the harbour visible through it, at the grey surface of the inner basin. "I think it's hurting. And I think whatever it is, it's not done."

Britt looked at her for a moment. "That's almost worse than a curse."

"Yeah," Natasha said. "I know."

Across the bar, the door opened and the cold air came in with it, and two coastguard officers stepped through it wearing the expression of people who had driven a long way to say something no one wanted to hear. The room went quiet in the way rooms go quiet when authority arrives without being sent for.

Natasha watched them scan the room and find Harold Okafor at a table near the window and move toward him, and she watched Harold's face as they reached him — the compression happening again, the jaw tightening, the small upward movement of the eyes that meant he was bracing.

One of the officers put a photograph on the table in front of him.

Harold looked at it for a long moment, and then he looked up and found Natasha across the room, and the look on his face was one she would carry with her for the rest of the year.

She got off the stool.

The photograph was grainy, shot from above, drone footage she thought, the timestamp in the corner reading three days ago, six in the morning. It showed the surface of the water at the mouth of the Blossom Channel, the precise stretch of water that divided the fishing grounds from the harbour approach.

In the photograph, the water was the colour of iron and rust. Not red, not quite — more the specific dark ochre of old blood mixed with seawater, spreading in a wide fan from a central point that sat perhaps a hundred metres offshore. The stain covered an area she estimated at two hundred metres across. At the edges, where the current had thinned it, you could make out what she initially took for debris — fragments of something pale and irregular, scattered across the surface.

She picked up the photograph and held it closer to the window light.

The pale fragments were not debris.

She knew the shapes. She'd seen them in enough different contexts to identify them without wanting to — the specific white-grey curve of exposed rib, the flattened disc of vertebra, the long fragile architecture of a human hand.

Not Denny Marsh. The timestamp said three days ago, and Denny had been in the water longer than that.

She set the photograph back down on the table.

"Whose boat went out three days ago?" she asked the room, quietly.

Nobody answered for a moment. Then Old Sven Halvorsen, who was eighty-one and had been fishing the shadow coast since the Second World War and who said very little but remembered everything, set his coffee cup down and looked at her from under his white eyebrows.

"Pete Godwin took his tender out," he said. "Tuesday morning. Said he was going to check his crab pots at the channel mouth." He paused. "Nobody saw him come back."

Natasha looked at the photograph again. At the rust-red water and the pale fragments scattered across its surface. At the size of the stain, the volume of it, what it implied about the force that had been applied to produce it.

She thought about the shadow she'd watched moving along the harbour mouth. The slow, deliberate thing in the deep indigo water.

She thought about the sound Roy Marsh had described. A vibration more than a sound. Something that went through the hull like a bell being rung.

She looked at the window and the harbour beyond it and the channel beyond that, and she felt the fear move through her again, colder this time, more specific.

Whatever was out there, it had been at the channel mouth three days ago.

It had moved north this morning.

"We need to close the harbour," she said. Her voice came out steadier than she felt.

"Natasha—" Harold started.

"I know what that costs us." She turned to face the room, all of it, the frightened and the stubborn and the grieving and the ones reaching for old stories because new ones hadn't been supplied. "I know what it costs every person in this room. But something is working its way up the channel." She held up the photograph. "Whatever took Pete Godwin took him at the channel mouth three days ago. It was at the harbour approach this morning." She looked at Harold. "Close the harbour. At least until we understand what we're dealing with."

The room was very quiet.

Outside, the wind had picked up, and the boats in the harbour knocked against their berths with a slow, hollow sound, and the water in the outer channel moved under the flat grey sky with its own vast indifference, and somewhere out there — Natasha was certain now, certain in the way she was certain of weather and current and the turning of seasons — something was moving.

Something that was coming closer.

Something that had already cost them nine men.

She looked at the photograph one more time, at the rust and red of it, at the shape of what the water had given back and what it hadn't, and she set it face down on the table.

"Close the harbour," she said again.

And this time, Harold Okafor picked up his radio.
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Chapter Two: What Bravado Costs
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Nobody closed the harbour.

Natasha had known they wouldn't, not really, not in any meaningful way. Harold had made the call and used the right language — advisory closure, pending investigation, strongly discourage departure — and the coast guard officers had nodded and written things down and driven their truck back to the ferry terminal, and by four o'clock that afternoon three boats had gone out anyway.

This was Port Blossom. You could not tell these men to stop fishing any more than you could tell the tide to hold.

She stood on the dock in the failing light and watched the running lights of the Kestrel and the Good Fortune diminish toward the channel mouth and felt a helplessness that she had nowhere to put, so she put it where she put most things she couldn't use — in the back, in the dark, where it became fuel instead of paralysis.

The third boat to go out was the Evangeline.

She heard the engines before she saw the running lights move, and she was down the dock at a pace that was not quite running but was everything that running implied, and she got to berth seven just as her father was casting off the bow line.

"Viktor."

He didn't look up. He was wearing his good oilskins, the ones he kept for rough weather, which told her he'd planned this, had been planning it while she was at the Anchor and Antler, had waited until the light was low enough that she might not notice.

"Viktor Aleksander Voss."

He looked up then, because she only used his full name when she needed him to understand that she was not going to be managed.

"I've got four pots at the south reef that haven't been pulled in ten days," he said. His voice was reasonable, measured, the voice of a man who has prepared his argument. "I lose those pots, I lose twelve hundred in gear."

"I'll buy you new pots."

"With what money."

She had no answer for that, because the answer was the same answer that underpinned everything in Port Blossom — there was no money, there had not been money for a long time, and the twelve hundred dollars in gear sitting on the south reef floor represented the difference between a workable season and one that required another conversation with the credit union in Port Alberni that her father would rather have a hook through his other palm than sit through.

"Come with me then," he said. Not a concession. A compromise.

She looked at him for a long moment. The harbour behind her was settling into its evening sounds — water and rope and the hollow knock of hulls — and the light was going fast, the western sky compressing from grey to the deep purple-black of a bruise, and somewhere out past the harbour mouth the channel moved in its vast and current-driven dark.

"Give me five minutes," she said.

She grabbed her dry bag from the truck — she always kept it packed, this was a habit so old it had become superstition — and she pulled on her own oilskins on the stern deck while Viktor warmed the port engine, the one she'd watched him cry over that morning, which was now apparently running to his satisfaction because he'd moved to the starboard controls with his coffee in hand and the compressed, forward-looking expression that meant he was already on the water in his mind.

They cleared the harbour mouth at six forty-seven. Natasha noted the time the way she noted everything, without deciding to, the way the sea notes the position of the moon.

The channel was black and light-struck, the surface catching what remained of the western sky in long metallic streaks. Viktor took them south by southwest at a moderate throttle, which was slower than he usually ran and which told her, without him saying anything, that he was not as certain about this as his manner implied. She stood at the port rail and watched the water and said nothing.

The south reef was twenty minutes out. It took thirty-five.

She found him by the sound his boat made.

This was the thing she would try to explain afterward — to Harold, to the coast guard investigator who came up from Victoria three days later, to herself in the long wakeful hours that followed — that she heard the Bravura before she saw it. A sound that should not have been there, somewhere between a groan and a percussion, a rhythmic impact that the darkness resolved slowly into the sight of a hull hitting the reef rocks in a pattern that meant no one aboard was compensating for the swell.

"Cut the engine," she said.

Viktor cut it. The Evangeline drifted in the sudden quiet, and the sound of the Bravura hitting the rocks came to them clearly across two hundred metres of dark water.

"That's Garrett's boat," Viktor said.

Garrett Sully. Of course it was Garrett Sully.

She'd known it would be Garrett, or someone like him, because Port Blossom had always had a Garrett Sully — a man whose relationship with his own fear was so adversarial that he'd long ago decided the answer was to never acknowledge its existence. He was thirty-six, broad across the chest, with the kind of loud and physical confidence that some men cultivate as a response to something quieter and more frightened living underneath. He'd been one of the loudest voices at the Anchor and Antler that morning, dismissing the harbour closure in language that Britt had asked him to moderate twice. He'd called the Kuskulana talk women's business, which had produced a silence from Magda Tran that was worse than any response.

He'd gone out at midday on his own, the Bravura heading southeast toward the deep water grounds. Natasha had seen him go and had noted his trajectory and had put him in the back of her mind with the other things she couldn't do anything about.

She could see the Bravura now, forty metres off the reef rocks, rising and falling with the swell and hitting the outermost reef shelf on each descent with a sound like a slow, mechanical heartbeat. No running lights. The wheelhouse was dark.

"Come around the south side," she told Viktor. "Keep your lights on."

He gave her a look that contained an entire argument and then did it.

They came alongside the Bravura from the leeward side where the drift kept them off the rocks, and Natasha put the boarding hook onto the Bravura's stern cleat and pulled them in close enough to step across.

She almost didn't step across.

She had been on damaged boats before — had helped bring in storm-wrecked vessels, had pulled alongside boats that had rolled in heavy weather, had seen what a bad tide could do to an aluminum hull over a reef. She knew the vocabulary of maritime damage, the grammar of it.

What she was looking at on the deck of the Bravura did not belong in that vocabulary.

The stern deck was wet, which was ordinary. The stern deck was also traversed by a series of parallel gouges in the aluminium, each perhaps four inches wide and separated by intervals of eight to ten inches, that ran from the port gunwale across the deck and up the transom and over the starboard rail in a continuous arc — as if something enormous had raked itself across the vessel's rear end with a force sufficient to score aluminium the way you'd score soft wood. At the deepest point of the arc, where the gouges crossed the deck midline, the aluminium was not merely scored but punched through — four holes in a rough grouping, each the diameter of a large man's fist, the torn metal pushed downward and inward, which meant the force had come from above.

She stood on the stern deck and held her torch and breathed.

From above. Something had come down on the stern of the Bravura from above with enough force to punch through the hull plating.

She thought about the hull of the Mary Frances and the inward-pushed edges of its breach and understood now that she'd been thinking about it in two dimensions when she needed to be thinking in three. Not something that had come through the side of the hull. Something that had come over it.

She moved forward.

The stern hatch was open, which meant the fish hold was open, and she looked down into it with her torch and saw that it was empty and taking on water through the hull breach and that in the bilge water at the bottom something dark was mixed in with the seawater and diesel that she didn't look at directly.

The wheelhouse door was open and hanging on one hinge.

The interior of the wheelhouse was intact — instruments, radio, the half-drunk thermos of tea that Garrett Sully always brought out in the Styrofoam container from the petrol station because he was aggressively indifferent to quality in most things. The radio handset was in its cradle. The engine was off but had been shut down correctly rather than stalling, which meant that at some point after whatever had happened on the stern deck, Garrett or someone with access to the wheelhouse had turned the key.

Or the engine had been running until it starved for fuel, and the key position was a coincidence, and no one had shut it down.

She looked at the instrument panel. The fuel gauge read empty.

The radio handset, when she picked it up, produced static. She tried the channel sixteen call. Nothing came back. She looked at the base unit and saw that the coaxial connector to the antenna had been sheared — not unplugged, sheared, the cable end on the unit side and the connector somewhere else, outside, with the antenna, which she'd seen as she came aboard was gone. The antenna mount on the wheelhouse roof had been hit by something that had taken it cleanly at the base.

She was very still for a moment.

She put the handset down and went back out onto the deck and stood in the dark with her torch and looked at the Bravuraas a totality. The antenna gone from the roof. The stern deck gouged and breached from above. The fish hold open and flooding. No body. No Garrett Sully.

She looked at the port rail amidships, where her torch found something she'd missed coming aboard. The rail was bent outward — not the inward compression of a vessel hitting a fixed object, but the outward deformation of something having gone over it, something large enough and heavy enough that the steel tubing had buckled and bent away from the deck. At the lowest point of the bent section, where the rail curved away from the boat at its most extreme angle, the steel was smeared with something dark and glistening that caught her torch beam in a way that she understood was not rust and was not oil.

She took a photograph. She was not sure why. Habit, she supposed. The instinct to document things before they became other things.

She went back to the stern and stepped across to the Evangeline.

Viktor took one look at her face and said nothing. He reversed them off the reef approach and brought them about and set course for Port Blossom, and the Bravura receded behind them, still finding the rocks in its slow rhythmic way, a ghost boat ringing itself against the dark reef like a bell that nobody had told to stop.

Natasha sat on the stern thwart and looked at the photographs on her phone and then put the phone away and looked at the wake and thought.

What she kept returning to was the scale of it.

She was not a small woman, and she had not lived a soft life. She understood force in practical terms — the force of a swell, the force of a loaded net, the force of an engine in gear against a current. She'd seen storm damage and collision damage and the specific violence that happens when heavy equipment breaks loose in heavy weather.

What had been done to the stern of the Bravura required something she couldn't square with any of those forces. The punched-through aluminium. The antenna taken from the wheelhouse roof. The rail bent outward as if something had hauled itself over it.

Over it.

She thought about that. Something that came from the water and went back to the water, and in the transition between those two states had touched the Bravura with enough weight to bend steel rail tubing.

She thought about the size implied by the spacing of the parallel gouges on the stern deck. Eight to ten inches between each groove. She had held her own hand against the marks — a gesture she couldn't have explained if asked — and the span from her little finger to her thumb was roughly eight inches, and the marks had been wider than that.

She thought about the shadow she'd watched moving along the harbour mouth. The deep bruised colour of the channel water. The dead fish with their mouths open in their shared rictus.

She thought about what kinds of things came from the ocean and returned to it and were large enough to explain what she'd seen.

Her mind went somewhere specific, and she let it go there, and then she brought it back because she wasn't ready for it. Not without more.

Harold Okafor was waiting on the dock.

He had the look of a man who has spent the evening receiving news in increments, each increment worse than the last, and who has run out of the facial expression required to receive more of it. He looked, in the harsh dock lighting, like someone had turned down a dial on him — less presence, less solidity, as though the events of the day were slowly requiring him to expend himself at a rate that was not sustainable.

"Roy Marsh died at six o'clock," he said. "The hospital called an hour ago."

Natasha stopped walking.

"Exposure complications," he said. "Pneumonia." He paused. "His heart was already—" He stopped. Let it go.

Roy Marsh. Forty-seven years in the water. The last survivor of the Patrice, who had held onto a fuel tank for four miles and arrived at the hospital with a pulse and a story and a nephew unaccounted for, and who had outlived Denny by exactly one day.

"I need to tell you what I found on Garrett's boat," she said. Her voice was very even.

Something moved across Harold's face. "He's gone?"

"His boat is on the south reef. He's gone." She held up her phone. "Look at this."

He looked at the photographs. She watched him look at them, watched him move through the same sequence she'd moved through — the stern deck, the breach, the bent rail, the dark smear on the steel tubing — and watched his face do the thing it kept doing, the compression, the tightening.

"Christ," he said quietly.

"That smear on the rail. I need that tested."

"Natasha—"

"I know what I think it is and I need to be wrong. So I need it tested." She slid the phone back into her pocket. "And I need someone from fisheries or NOAA or anyone with the right equipment to come and look at the water samples I pulled this morning." She looked at him steadily. "And I need the harbour actually closed, Harold. Not advisory. Actually closed."

"The fishing grounds are federal jurisdiction—"

"I'm not talking about the fishing grounds. I'm talking about the harbour. Our harbour." She looked past him at the boats in their berths, at the running lights of the Kestrel and the Good Fortune visible now at the channel mouth, coming in. "Whatever is out there, it was at the harbour mouth this morning. It's working its way north." She thought about the Bravura and the scale of what had been done to it and felt the cold thing move through her again. "We've lost ten men, Harold. We can't keep feeding it people because we don't want to lose a season."

Harold was quiet for a long time. The dock lights hummed. Water moved against the pilings in the dark.

"What do you think it is?" he asked. Not a challenge. A genuine question from a man who had run out of his own answers.

She thought about what she'd seen. About the size of it. About the deep bruised water and the dead fish and the sound that Roy Marsh had described as a vibration more than a sound, a bell being rung through a hull.

"Something that shouldn't be what it is," she said carefully.

He looked at her.

"I mean that," she said. "I think it's something that was already here. Something we know. But it's — changed." She thought about the water samples in her dry bag, the darkness of that second jar, the colour that sat below turbidity in the water itself. "Or something changed it."

She didn't go home that night.

She walked the dock in the dark after Harold left, after the Kestrel and the Good Fortune came in and their crews tied up and went home without incident, and the harbour settled into its nighttime self — the creak and knock of it, the water sounds, the occasional bell from the outer buoy.

She was looking at the water.

She'd positioned herself at the end of the main dock, where the dock light above her cast a cone of yellow on the inner basin, and the rest of the harbour was dark and moving. She'd been standing there for twenty minutes before she saw it.

Not the shadow itself. The effect of the shadow.

She saw it in the dock light's reflection on the surface — a distortion, a displacement moving through the lit water at a depth she couldn't determine, the kind of subsurface presence that you could only detect by the way it moved other things. The way you knew a large fish was beneath you not by seeing the fish but by seeing the smaller fish scatter above it in a sudden silver panic.

There were no fish panicking. It was subtler than that. The reflection of the dock light on the basin surface was steady, and then for approximately thirty seconds it was not quite steady — fractionally disrupted, as if something at depth were moving water in the kind of slow, deliberate drift that implied mass rather than speed.

Then it was steady again.

The basin was perhaps a hundred and forty metres end to end. Whatever had caused the disruption had moved through it in thirty seconds without touching the surface.

She stood very still and breathed and listened and the harbour was ordinary around her, boats and water and rope, the outer buoy bell on its slow interval, the wind reading southwest at maybe ten knots.

Ten men.

She thought of them by name, the way you had to think of them, the way that was the only honest response to the alternative, which was to think of them as an abstraction, a toll, a number that could be weighed against the fishing season and the credit union and the cost of a harbour closure. Jimmy Tran and Corey Ash, who'd been twenty-three years old. Dave Pellerin. Four men from the Patrice whose names she'd known since childhood, and Denny Marsh with his St. Christopher ring, and Roy, who'd outlasted all of them by three weeks and one day. Pete Godwin who'd gone to check his crab pots and come back only as a stain in the water.

Garrett Sully, who'd been loud and difficult and alive this morning, and who was somewhere in the dark water now, or in pieces on the reef, or further offshore where the current ran deep and fast and gave nothing back.

Ten men and one unaccounted for.

She looked at the harbour basin, at the settled water and the steady dock light reflection, and she thought: it came inside tonight. Past the harbour mouth, into the inner basin. It's been here, in among the boats, in the water twenty feet below where she was standing, and it did nothing. Moved through and left.

That was almost worse than if it had done something.

She took out her phone and looked up the number she'd been thinking about for three days. An old marine biology textbook, long since lost, that she'd found in her father's wheelhouse years ago. An annotation in the margin of the chapter on cetacean intelligence — a phone number in pencil, with a name above it.

Dr. Mara Solano. Anomalous cetacean behaviour. UVic marine station.

She didn't know if the number still worked. She didn't know if the woman still worked. She didn't know if what she was thinking was anywhere close to right, and she was acutely aware that calling a marine biologist in the middle of the night based on a water sample and a shadow in the dock light was the kind of thing she would have said, twelve hours ago, was an overreaction.

She looked at the water.

She pressed call.

It rang four times, and she was composing the voicemail in her head when the line connected, and a voice came on that was alert rather than groggy, the voice of someone who keeps unusual hours.

"Solano."

"Dr. Solano," Natasha said. "My name is Natasha Voss. I'm calling from Port Blossom, on the shadow coast." She paused. "I think something is killing my village. And I think it used to be something beautiful."

A silence on the line. Long enough that she thought the call had dropped.

Then Dr. Mara Solano said: "Tell me about the water colour."

Natasha closed her eyes.

"Dark," she said. "Like a bruise. Like something's wrong with it from inside."

"How long?"

"The colour? A week. Maybe ten days."

Another silence. Shorter this time.

"I'll be there tomorrow," Solano said. "Don't let anyone else go out."

The line went dead.

Natasha stood on the end of the dock and held the phone and looked at the harbour, at the black water moving in its ordinary way, at the boats in their berths in the dark.

Somewhere below the surface, something moved.

She was almost certain of it.
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Chapter Three: The Language of Deep Water
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She didn't sleep.

This was not unusual — Natasha had been a poor sleeper since her mother died, had spent eleven years learning to use the dark hours rather than fight them — but the quality of her wakefulness that night was different from its ordinary variety. Usually the insomnia was a kind of low-grade hum, a background frequency she could tune to useful purposes: reading, planning, the long mental accounting of a fishing operation that was always one bad season from insolvency. What kept her awake in her childhood bed in her father's house in the small hours of Wednesday morning was not a hum. It was a frequency she didn't have a name for. Something between dread and recognition.

She lay on her back and looked at the ceiling and listened to the house. Viktor was sleeping, or attempting to — she could hear him turn in the room above, the old floor joists transmitting his restlessness down to her, which was a sound she associated with her childhood and her mother's illness and the particular helplessness of watching someone you love be consumed by something you cannot fight. The house spoke in its own language around her: the wind finding the gaps it always found at the north corner, the radiator ticking as it cooled, the distant harbour bell counting off its slow intervals.

At some point between two and three in the morning she gave up on the horizontal and went downstairs and made tea she didn't want and sat at the kitchen table with her water sample jars lined up in the light.

The second jar. The dark one.

She held it to the light over the sink. The colour was there and not there — by one angle it looked like concentrated particulate, suspended matter, the kind of turbidity you got from a storm stirring the seabed. By another angle it was something else, a quality that was in the water itself rather than in it, a tint that had no good explanation in the ordinary vocabulary of coastal water chemistry. She was not a scientist. She had two semesters of marine biology from a community college and twenty-four years of reading water with her eyes and her hands and the accumulated instinct of a family that had been doing the same for three generations.

The water was wrong.

She set the jar down and wrapped her hands around her tea and tried to think about Dr. Mara Solano, about the alertness in her voice, about the speed with which she'd said I'll be there tomorrow — the lack of hesitation that implied the question Natasha had raised was not an unfamiliar one. She tried to find something useful in that, some traction of comfort.

What she found instead was a memory.

She had been nine years old. Late August, the good end of a good season, the kind of summer that Port Blossom got once every several years when the salmon ran thick and the weather held and the harbour smelled like money and everyone's father was home before dark.

Her own father had taken her out on the Evangeline on a Saturday, just the two of them, not to fish but to look — this was a thing Viktor did occasionally, took her out to a particular spot where the channel deepened toward the outer reef, and cut the engine, and they sat in the rocking quiet while he pointed out things she was supposed to learn to read. Tide signs. Current patterns. The way certain birds behaved above certain water depths. The language of the surface, he called it, which concealed the language underneath.

They'd been sitting there for perhaps twenty minutes when her father had gone very still.

She'd learned early that his stillness was a form of communication, that it meant look, but don't move — so she'd looked, following the direction of his attention, out toward the deeper water where the channel curved around the reef's south shoulder.

The orca had surfaced perhaps fifty metres from the boat.

She had seen orcas before — they were not uncommon on the shadow coast, transit pods moving through in spring and fall, the occasional resident group working the salmon runs. She had seen them from the dock and from the boat and had the ordinary coastal child's familiarity with them, the background wonder that comes with proximity to large and impressive things.

This was different.

The animal that surfaced fifty metres from the Evangeline that August morning was the largest orca she had ever seen, and something about its surfacing was wrong in a way she couldn't articulate at nine years old and still struggled to articulate now. It didn't surface with the rolling momentum of a normal breathing sequence — that fluid arc, the blow, the dorsal cutting the surface in a smooth forward progression. It surfaced slowly, heavily, and it lay at the surface after its blow with a stillness that living things don't usually have. A great black and white mass, barely moving, the dorsal fin enormous and slightly raked, the body longer than she could easily hold in her visual field at that distance.

Her father had not said anything. He'd watched it with the expression he usually reserved for serious weather.

After perhaps two minutes the orca had sounded — not the casual shallow dive of a breathing animal returning to depth, but a slow, deliberate descent, the tail lifting clear of the water in a wide and absolute arc before it slipped under and was gone.

The water where it had been was undisturbed, which was the strangest thing. An animal that size should have left turbulence, a surface memory of its presence. There was nothing. As if the ocean had closed over it like a door.

Her father had started the engine and they'd gone home, and he hadn't spoken about it until they were tying up at berth seven, and then he'd said only this, in the matter-of-fact tone he used for things he wanted her to remember without making a production of them: Some animals get to be old enough that they stop being ordinary. You remember that one.

She had remembered. She'd thought about it periodically over the years with the quality of something that hadn't finished meaning what it meant — a memory with an open end, waiting for what came next.

She sat at the kitchen table in the small hours and thought about it now, about the size of that animal and the way it had lain at the surface with the stillness of something bearing a weight it could no longer carry, and she felt the two things — the memory and the present — move toward each other in her mind like tectonic plates.

She pushed them apart. She wasn't ready. Not yet.

She went out at first light the way she always went out, and the village she walked through was not the same village she'd been walking through her whole life.

This was not dramatic, the difference. It was a matter of small and specific absences. The Kestrel was in its berth, which meant that Ed Larsson, who'd been on the water before dawn for forty years, had not gone out. The cannery was quiet — not unusual for this hour, but the quality of the quiet was anticipatory rather than merely early, the silence of people who had decided not to show up rather than of people who hadn't arrived yet. Two houses on Harbour Road had their curtains drawn and their lights off, which, combined with the vehicles in the drives, meant the occupants were home and choosing darkness over morning.

At the corner of Harbour Road and the dock access lane she passed old Sven Halvorsen, who was sitting in the wooden chair he kept outside his front door regardless of weather, wrapped in the wool blanket he used from October through March, looking at the harbour with an expression she couldn't read.

"You see anything in the night?" he asked as she passed, without turning to look at her.

"Movement in the basin," she said.

He nodded, the same slow nod he'd given yesterday when he'd named Pete Godwin. The nod of a man filing information he'd already half-expected.

"My grandfather talked about a season," he said. "Nineteen thirty-one. Before the war, before most of what we know here." He paused, the wool blanket rising and falling with his breathing. "Something in the water that year. Sank three boats in two months."

Natasha slowed but didn't stop. She knew old Sven's rhythms well enough to know he'd finish in his own time, that pausing to face him would interrupt whatever internal machinery was producing the words.

"They never saw it," he said. "Not clearly. Men described it different ways. Something big, they said. Something that had been hurt." He was quiet for a moment. "The priest told them it was God's judgment on a sinful generation and they should pray. My grandfather said the priest was a fool and the thing in the water was just an animal in pain."

Natasha stopped.

She turned to look at him. His eyes, under the white shelf of his eyebrows, were grey and entirely steady.

"Did it stop?" she asked.

"Moved on," he said. "Or died. Nobody knew." He looked back at the harbour. "My grandfather said if it had lived, it would've come back. Said hurt things always come back to where the hurt started."

She stood with him for a moment in the grey morning air.

"He didn't say what kind of animal it was," Sven added. "Just that it was too big for what it was doing to be accidental. He said — " he paused, searching, and the pause had the quality of a man translating from one language to another — "he said it knew what it was doing. Not like a creature. Like something that had learned to hate."

Natasha walked the rest of the way to the dock with that in her head.

The Anchor and Antler didn't open until eleven but Britt Lunde was already inside prepping, and the back door was unlocked the way it was always unlocked because Port Blossom had not had a break-in since 2003 when a black bear with unusual initiative had gone through the kitchen window looking for last year's salmon waste, and the community had decided after that particular incident that locks were largely ceremonial.

Natasha came in through the back, as half the village did when they needed Britt before opening hours, and found her at the prep counter dicing onions for the chowder that had been improving since 1987 and was now, Natasha privately thought, close to perfect.

Britt looked up. Set down the knife. "Sit."

Natasha sat on the kitchen stool.

"Coffee's fresh," Britt said, and produced a cup without being asked, which was what Britt Lunde did instead of asking how you were, which was, in Natasha's experience, the better approach.

"What's it like out there?" Natasha asked.

"Bad," Britt said, returning to the onions. "Magda was here at nine-thirty. She's been up all night. She and the Pellerin women and young Corey Ash's mother, who drove up from Nanaimo yesterday and has nowhere to stay, so she's at Magda's." She paused. "Nobody can confirm Garrett's gone yet. His sister is at Harold's."

Natasha wrapped her hands around the coffee. "What are people saying?"

"What they always say when they don't have answers." Britt's knife moved with the calm efficiency of someone who has made this chowder so many times the motion has become meditative. "Curses. Signs. Three men told me separately this morning that the colour of the water means something specific in the old stories." She glanced up. "Does it?"

"Something's wrong with the water chemistry," Natasha said carefully. "What that means, I don't know yet."

"But it means something."

"It means something."

Britt nodded and returned to her onions. The kitchen smelled of coffee and salt and the dark winter sweetness of onions yielding to the knife.

"There's a meeting tonight," Britt said. "Harold called it. Community hall, seven o'clock."

"I heard."

"People are talking about arming the boats."

Natasha looked up. "With what."

"Howie Brennan has a rifle. Few others. The Larsson brothers have that flare gun that Sven says would stop a freighter." Britt said this without inflection, which was how she communicated things she found alarming. "There was talk this morning about someone having a contact at the Department of Fisheries. Someone with access to, as Howie put it, serious deterrents."

"He means explosives."

"He means whatever he means. The point is, it's moving that direction."

Natasha thought about that. About frightened men with rifles on boats in the dark, and what they might shoot at, and whether they had any idea what they'd be shooting at.

"The marine biologist is coming today," she said. "Someone who might actually be able to tell us what we're dealing with."

Britt looked at her steadily. "And what do you think we're dealing with?"

Natasha had been avoiding this question all morning, the same way she'd been pushing apart the two moving plates in her mind. She'd been living on the edge of it since she'd stood on the Bravura and looked at the gouged aluminium and thought about the spacing of the marks and held her hand against them.

She thought about what old Sven had said. Something that had learned to hate.

She thought about the memory of the orca that surfaced wrong. The stillness of it. The way it had lain at the surface as if it were carrying a weight.

She thought about the discolouration in the water and the dead fish with their open mouths and the dark second jar sitting in her kitchen.

"Something that was once magnificent," she said. "And isn't anymore."

Britt looked at her for a long time with the particular quality of attention she brought to things that mattered. Then she picked up the knife and went back to the onions.

"God help us then," she said quietly. "Because you can't fight a thing like that. Not really."

Natasha didn't argue with her. She drank her coffee and looked at the middle distance and thought about Mara Solano, who had said tell me about the water colour before she'd said anything else. Who had not asked whether Natasha was sure, or whether she'd considered the ordinary explanations, or whether the village's fear had perhaps coloured her perception.

Who had simply said I'll be there tomorrow and hung up, with the speed of someone who has been expecting a call like this, and is not entirely surprised it has finally come.

Outside, the wind had shifted, which Natasha felt in her bones before she heard it in the eaves — a westerly now, cold and deep-ocean cold, carrying the smell of open water. The kind of wind that came from far out. The kind that carried things with it.

She thought about the harbour basin in the dark last night. The disturbed light reflection. The thirty seconds of subsurface presence moving through an enclosed space with the slow deliberateness of something that understood its own size.

It came inside, she thought again. It came inside and looked and left.

She wondered what it had been looking for. She wondered if it had found it.

The outer buoy bell rang its slow count across the water, and Port Blossom held its breath around it, and somewhere in the channel — she was as certain of this as she was certain of anything — something moved in the dark water with a pain so vast and old that it had curdled into something that no longer had a name.

She finished her coffee and set down the cup.

"What time does the first ferry get in?" she asked.

"Ten-forty," said Britt.

Natasha looked at the clock on the kitchen wall.

Four hours.

She went to wait.
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Chapter Four: The Shallows
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The ferry was forty minutes late.

Natasha stood at the top of the ramp in the thin October wind and watched the channel and counted the things she could see and the things she couldn't and tried not to think about the ratio between them. The morning had settled into a flat, pressurised stillness that she recognised as the weather's held breath — the kind of atmospheric pause that preceded either nothing at all or something significant, and gave you no way to know which until it was already happening.

The harbour was quieter than she had ever known it on a weekday morning. Three boats out, all of them running close to shore, none of them venturing past the channel mouth into the open grounds beyond. The cannery had managed a half crew, which she could see from the dock — the reduced line of vehicles in the cannery lot, the single processing conveyor audible instead of the usual two. Half a season's income, at a point in the season when they could not afford half of anything.

She was watching the empty channel when she heard the children.

They were down on the south beach, which curved away from the dock in a long crescent of dark sand and river-washed gravel, accessible from the harbour road by a path between the cannery fence and Howie Brennan's boat shed. On ordinary days — the days that now seemed to belong to a different, more abundant version of Port Blossom — the south beach was where the village's children went after school and on weekends, a place of kelp and tidepools and the small, absorbing dramas of intertidal life. Natasha had spent most of her own childhood there. She knew every rock on it.

There were four children on the beach this morning. She could see them from the dock ramp: two older ones, twelve or thirteen, sitting up near the high tide mark throwing stones at a piece of driftwood; and two younger ones, closer to the water, crouched over something in the wet sand that had their full and complete attention.

She noted them and returned her attention to the channel.

Then she looked back.

The two younger children were closer to the water than they'd been thirty seconds ago. Not dramatically closer — children migrated toward waterlines the way iron migrated toward magnets, through a process that looked gradual and felt inevitable — but the tide was running in and the wet sand they were crouched over was closer to the water's edge than she'd have chosen.

She was forming a thought about going down and telling them to move up when the older girl — she could see now it was Maya Tran, Magda's eleven-year-old, and a younger boy she placed as Kyle Brennan, Howie's nephew, eight or nine years old — looked up from the driftwood and called something to the two at the waterline.

She couldn't hear the words at this distance. But the two younger children looked up.

She could see them clearly now. A girl, perhaps six years old, in a red jacket that made her vivid against the grey beach. And beside her, a boy of similar age who she recognised with a lurch of the stomach as Finn Devereux, whose father Paul had been one of the four men lost on the Patrice.

Finn Devereux was six years old and had been fatherless for nine days and was crouching on the wet sand of the south beach looking at whatever the tidepool had given up that morning, and beside him the girl in the red jacket was pointing at something in the shallow water at the very edge of the wave run.

The wave run. The place where the water reached its furthest extent and withdrew. The thin moving margin between land and sea.

Natasha was moving before the thought completed itself.

She took the path at a pace that was not quite running because she told herself — in the two seconds she allowed for the conversation — that she was being irrational, that children played on this beach every day, that the south beach was inside the harbour, that the shallow inshore water was not the channel and not the reef and not the open grounds, that whatever was out there operated in deeper water and had no reason to come into the shallows of an enclosed harbour beach.

She told herself all of this in the time it took her to clear the gap between the cannery fence and Howie's shed, and then she was on the sand and looking at the beach, and the two older children at the high tide mark were looking at her with the startled attention of children who recognise adult urgency, and she was looking past them at the waterline where the girl in the red jacket was still crouched and Finn Devereux was standing now, had straightened up, was looking at something in the water with the particular stillness that children adopt when something has arrested them completely.

"Finn," she called. Her voice came out steady. "Maya, bring them up from the water."

Maya Tran was her mother's daughter — she was on her feet immediately, reading the adult's tone with the accuracy of a child who has spent the past three weeks learning to read adults in crisis. "Finn," she called, moving down the beach. "Finn, come on—"

What happened next took perhaps four seconds. She would spend weeks trying to hold those four seconds still, to examine them with the analytical care they required, and she would never fully succeed, because the mind resists cataloguing certain things with the detail they deserve.

The girl in the red jacket stood up.

She had something in her hands — a shell, or a stone, something the tide had left — and she took one step toward the water to look at whatever had drawn Finn's attention, and she was standing in the wave run with the water sliding white around her boots, and then she wasn't standing.

She went down and she went fast, and it was not the stumble of a child losing footing on wet rock — it was a lateral movement, a sudden hard horizontal displacement that covered three feet in a fraction of a second, and then she was in the water and not in the wave run but past it, past where the wave run reached, in the deeper edge where the sand shelved, and she was not there in the way that a fallen child is there, visible and recoverable.
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