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Chapter One

Blackwater Cove
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Theo Evergreen reached Blackwater Cove just after sunset, when the road narrowed to one lane and the ocean appeared on his left like something waiting.

He had forgotten how dark water could look.

Not blue. Not gray. Black.

The kind of black that held on to light instead of reflecting it.

His rental car rattled over the last stretch of cracked coastal road, tires hissing through puddles left by an afternoon storm. Pine trees crowded both sides of the highway, their wet branches bending low, scraping faintly against the passenger windows like fingers. Beyond them, the cliffs dropped hard into the sea.

Theo kept one hand on the wheel and the other around the paper coffee cup he had bought three towns back. It had gone cold an hour ago. He drank it anyway.

A sign leaned crookedly at the edge of the road.

WELCOME TO BLACKWATER COVE
HOME OF MERCER FISHERIES SINCE 1896
Theo slowed without meaning to.

Mercer.

His mother’s maiden name. His father’s company. His problem now.

The sign had been painted once in cheerful navy and white, but the salt had eaten most of the color away. One corner hung loose, knocking softly against the post each time the wind came off the water.

Welcome home, it seemed to say.

Theo almost laughed.

He had never been home here.

His father had made sure of that.

By the time Theo reached the harbor, the town had gone mostly quiet. A few lights burned in upstairs windows. A bait shop sign swung over an empty sidewalk. Somewhere, a bell clanged against a buoy, slow and hollow, like it had been ringing for years and nobody had bothered to stop it.

Blackwater Cove was smaller than he remembered from childhood visits. Or maybe childhood had made it seem larger. The whole place seemed built on damp wood, old grudges, and the smell of fish. Weathered storefronts leaned toward the street. Nets hung from railings. The gutters ran with rainwater and scraps of sea grass.

At the end of Harbor Street, the ocean opened wide.

Theo pulled into the gravel lot outside Mercer Fisheries and killed the engine.

For a moment, he just sat there.

The building stood at the edge of the docks, long and low, with peeling white siding and dark windows. The old sign above the door had faded to nearly nothing.

MERCER FISHERIES

His father’s whole life, reduced to salt-stained boards and unpaid invoices.

Theo got out.

Cold wind hit him immediately. It smelled like brine, diesel, rotting kelp, and something metallic underneath. The kind of smell that got inside your clothes and decided to live there.

“Great,” he muttered. “Charming.”

The gulls had gone quiet. That bothered him for reasons he couldn’t explain.

He opened the trunk and pulled out his suitcase. One wheel caught in the gravel, jerking sideways. Theo yanked it free harder than necessary.

He was tired.

Not road-trip tired.

Bone tired.

The kind of tired that had started months ago in Chicago, standing in the hallway outside his own apartment with a bottle of champagne in one hand and a velvet ring box in the other.

He had come home early that night.

That was the part he hated most.

The eagerness.

The stupid hope of it.

He had planned the whole thing. Dinner. Music. A second proposal, not because the first one had failed, but because Theo had wanted to make it beautiful again. Their lease was up soon. He had found a little condo with too much sunlight and a balcony barely big enough for two chairs. He had thought they could start over there.

He had opened the door quietly.

He had wanted to surprise Marcus.

Instead, Marcus had surprised him.

Not with panic. Not even shame at first.

With familiarity.

Another man’s shoes by the door.

Two wine glasses on the counter.

Laughter from the bedroom, cut off too late.

Theo still remembered how the champagne bottle had sweated in his hand. How the ring box had felt suddenly ridiculous. How Marcus had come out shirtless, saying his name like Theo had interrupted something private.

Theo had not screamed.

He wished sometimes that he had.

He had just stood there, embarrassed down to the bone, while his future rearranged itself into something smaller and meaner.

Then his father died three weeks later.

And now he was here.

At the edge of the country.

In a town that did not want him.

Taking over a fishing company he knew nothing about.

The dock creaked behind him.

Theo turned.

Nothing.

Just the black water moving beneath the pilings.

He dragged his suitcase toward the office door and searched through the key ring the attorney had given him. There were six keys, none labeled, because apparently dead fathers preferred riddles.

The third key worked.

The office smelled stale and damp, like paper left too long near a window. Theo found the switch and flicked it upward.

Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead.

The room looked exactly like the kind of place where hope went to die.

Metal filing cabinets. A scarred wooden desk. Stacks of invoices. Coffee mugs with rings dried inside them. A map of the cove pinned to the wall with red circles around fishing zones. An old photo of men standing beside a boat, sunburned and proud.

His father stood in the center of the picture.

Younger. Broad-shouldered. Smiling like someone Theo had never met.

Theo stepped closer despite himself.

There was a boy beside him in the photo, maybe seven or eight, squinting into the sun.

Theo.

He didn’t remember the day.

That felt worse than remembering.

Something struck the side of the building.

Theo flinched.

A heavy thud. Then another.

He went still.

Outside, voices rose on the dock.

Men shouting.

Theo crossed to the window and pushed the blinds aside.

Three trucks had pulled into the lot. Their headlights cut through the mist. Men moved near the docks, running toward the far pier.

Then Theo saw the boat.

It had slammed sideways against the pilings, half-submerged, its deck tilted into the water. The hull was torn open down one side, wood and fiberglass split like something had clawed through it.

No.

Not wood.

Metal.

Theo dropped the blinds and rushed outside.

The wind had sharpened. Rain started again, fine as needles.

By the time he reached the dock, half a dozen people were already there. Men in rubber boots. One older woman in a yellow raincoat. Someone had thrown a line around the boat’s stern and was trying to pull it close.

“What happened?” Theo asked.

No one answered.

He stepped closer.

The boat’s name was painted in blue letters across the side.

MARTHA JUNE

The cabin windows were broken. Water sloshed inside. Fishing gear floated loose across the deck, tangled with rope and shattered crates.

Theo’s stomach tightened.

“Was anyone on it?”

The older woman looked at him then.

She had silver hair braided down her back and eyes so pale they almost looked colorless.

“You’re Mercer’s boy,” she said.

Theo hated how quickly everyone seemed to know.

“Theo Evergreen,” he said. “Was anyone on the boat?”

A man near the rail spat into the water. “Boat went out with two.”

Theo waited.

The man didn’t finish.

The woman in the yellow raincoat stepped closer to the damaged hull. She held up a lantern, though the dock lights were bright enough.

The glow passed over the torn side of the boat.

Theo forgot to breathe.

There were marks carved deep into the hull.

Long. Parallel. Too even to be crash damage.

Claw marks.

That was the only thing his mind could call them.

But that was impossible.

“What did that?” he asked.

The dock went quiet.

Not normal quiet.

Chosen quiet.

The woman lowered the lantern. “Rocks.”

Theo looked at her.

“Rocks,” he repeated.

“That north channel’s dangerous after dark.”

“These don’t look like rocks.”

“No,” someone said behind him. “They don’t.”

Theo turned.

A man stood at the far edge of the dock.

He had not been there a moment ago.

Theo was sure of it.

He was tall, dark-haired, and soaked through like he had walked straight out of the sea. His black sweater clung to his body. Water ran from his hair down the sharp line of his jaw. He wore no coat, no boots Theo could see, just dark pants wet to the knee and bare feet against the dock boards.

His eyes were pale.

Not blue exactly.

Not gray.

Something colder.

Something that caught the dock light strangely and gave it back wrong.

The men around Theo shifted.

Nobody greeted him.

Nobody asked where he had come from.

The stranger looked at the damaged boat, then at Theo.

For one strange second, Theo had the feeling of being recognized.

Not seen.

Recognized.

Like the man had been expecting him.

The older woman stiffened. “Caspian.”

The name moved through the air differently than the others.

Caspian didn’t look at her.

His gaze stayed on Theo.

“You shouldn’t stand so close to the edge,” he said.

His voice was low and quiet.

Theo glanced down.

He was closer to the water than he’d realized.

Black waves pushed between the pilings. Something pale drifted beneath the surface, then vanished.

Theo stepped back.

A flicker of something crossed Caspian’s face.

Approval, maybe.

Or relief.

“I asked what happened to the boat,” Theo said.

“And they told you.”

“They lied.”

A few of the men muttered.

Caspian’s mouth moved like he almost smiled but had forgotten the point of it.

“Yes,” he said.

The word landed hard.

The older woman turned sharply. “Enough.”

Caspian finally looked at her.

The air seemed to tighten between them.

“You brought him here,” he said.

“I did no such thing.”

“No. You only waited until he came.”

Theo looked from one to the other. “I’m standing right here.”

Caspian’s gaze returned to him, and Theo regretted speaking.

Not because the man looked angry.

Because he looked interested.

That was worse.

Theo had been looked at plenty of ways in his life. Appreciated. Judged. Wanted. Dismissed.

This was different.

Caspian looked at him like something about Theo had shifted the weather.

The older woman touched Theo’s sleeve. “You should go inside.”

“I own the company now,” Theo said, though the sentence felt absurd coming out of his mouth. “If one of my boats just came back destroyed and two people are missing, I’m not going inside.”

“Your boats,” one of the men said bitterly.

Theo looked at him. “Yes. Apparently.”

The man took a step forward. He was broad, bearded, red-faced from cold or anger. “You think signing papers makes this yours?”

“No,” Theo said. “I think the lawyer did that.”

A mistake.

He knew it as soon as the words left his mouth.

The man moved fast.

Not enough to hit him. Just enough to crowd him.

Theo stepped back—and his heel slipped on wet wood.

For half a second, there was nothing under him.

Then a hand closed around his wrist.

Hard.

Cold.

Caspian had crossed the distance between them without sound.

He pulled Theo forward like he weighed nothing. Theo stumbled against him, one palm landing on Caspian’s chest.

The contact shocked him.

Not electricity.

Cold.

Caspian’s sweater was wet, but beneath it, his skin felt colder than the rain. Theo looked up before he could stop himself.

Caspian was staring down at him.

Too close.

Water clung to his lashes.

His hand remained around Theo’s wrist.

The dock, the ruined boat, the staring men—all of it fell slightly out of focus.

“You should be more careful,” Caspian said.

Theo swallowed.

“I had that.”

“No,” Caspian said. “You didn’t.”

The honesty should have irritated him.

It did irritate him.

Mostly.

Theo pulled his wrist free.

Caspian let him.

But not quickly.

Not like he wanted to.

The older woman exhaled sharply. “Inside. Now.”

This time, Theo didn’t argue.

He turned and walked back toward the office, refusing to look over his shoulder until he reached the door.

When he finally did, Caspian was still watching him.

The rain blurred everything else.

Not him.

Never him.

The office felt smaller when Theo returned to it.

He locked the door, though he wasn’t sure what that would accomplish.

Outside, voices continued. Engines started. Ropes groaned. The damaged boat knocked against the dock again and again, steady as a heartbeat.

Theo stood in the middle of the room, wet hair dripping onto his collar.

His wrist still felt cold where Caspian had touched him.

He rubbed at it, annoyed with himself.

“Great,” he said aloud. “Creepy town. Murder boat. Hot dock ghost.”

The room did not answer.

Theo dropped into the chair behind his father’s desk.

It groaned under him.

He opened the top drawer and found a bottle of whiskey, half-empty, tucked behind a stack of unpaid bills.

“Of course.”

He unscrewed the cap, smelled it, and decided his father’s questionable desk liquor was still better than thinking.

The first swallow burned.

The second helped.

On the desk, beneath a paperweight shaped like an anchor, was a folder with his name on it.

THEODORE EVERGREEN MERCER

Theo stared at the middle name.

He never used Mercer.

His father had cared about that more than he ever admitted.

Inside the folder were documents. Ownership transfer. Debt summaries. Boat maintenance logs. A handwritten note from the attorney.

And beneath that—

a letter.

His father’s handwriting.

Theo almost closed the folder.

He should wait. He should sleep. He should do anything except read whatever final, emotionally constipated message his father had decided to leave behind.

Instead, he unfolded it.

Theo,

If you’re reading this, I’m gone, and I left you a mess.

That much you already know.

The company is failing, but it can be saved. Don’t trust Darren Pike with the northern permits. Don’t sell the east dock no matter what they offer. Don’t go out past Bell Rock after sundown.

And if anyone tells you Blackwater Cove is just a fishing town, they are either lying or stupid.

Theo read the last line again.

Then again.

His pulse changed.

The office lights buzzed overhead.

There were more words beneath.

Some debts are financial. Some are blood.

I kept you away for a reason.

I don’t know if that was love or cowardice anymore.

I’m sorry.

—Dad

Theo sat very still.

Outside, the sea struck the docks.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

A slow knock.

He lowered the letter.

Across the office, the blinds shifted.

Theo looked up.

Nothing.

Just darkness pressed against the glass.

Then, briefly, something pale moved beyond the window.

A face?

No.

Impossible.

Theo stood so quickly the chair rolled back and hit the cabinet.

He crossed the office and yanked the blinds open.

The dock was empty.

The boat was gone.

The men were gone.

Only the ocean remained.

Black and restless beneath the moon.

Theo’s breath fogged the window.

Then he saw it.

At the edge of the far pier, something had been placed on the wet boards.

Small.

Bright.

Not there before.

Theo should have stayed inside.

That would have been the reasonable thing.

But reason had done very little for him lately.

He grabbed his coat and stepped back into the rain.

The dock stretched ahead, slick and silver under the moonlight. The town had gone quiet again, as if nothing had happened. As if boats returned torn open every night and no one spoke of it.

Theo walked slowly.

The thing on the boards caught the lantern light.

A ring.

Old silver.

Dark with tarnish.

Set with a small blue stone that seemed almost lit from within.

Theo crouched.

Beside it lay a piece of sea glass, smooth and green, wrapped in a strand of black cord.

A gift.

No.

Not a gift.

A warning, maybe.

He reached for the ring.

The moment his fingers touched it, the water below the dock moved.

Theo froze.

A voice came from beneath him.

“You found it.”

Theo looked down.

Caspian floated in the black water between the pilings, his arms resting against one of the beams as if the freezing sea were nothing more than a warm bath. His dark hair spread around him. His face was half-shadow, half-moonlight.

Theo’s throat went dry.

“How long have you been there?”

Caspian considered this.

“Long enough.”

“That’s not comforting.”

“It wasn’t meant to be.”

Theo stood slowly, the ring clenched in his palm. “Did you leave this?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

Caspian’s gaze dropped to Theo’s hand.

“It belonged to the sea.”

“And now?”

Caspian looked up.

The moon turned his eyes almost silver.

“Now it belongs to you.”

Theo didn’t know what to do with that.

With the words.

With the way they settled somewhere low in his chest, beneath all the bruised places he had stopped checking.

“You don’t know me,” Theo said.

Caspian’s expression changed.

Only slightly.

Enough.

“No,” he said. “But the sea does.”

Theo should have laughed.

He almost did.

Instead he looked toward the black water, the ruined boat, the empty harbor, the town full of people who lied too easily, and the beautiful stranger watching him from the cold.

“What are you?” Theo whispered.

For the first time, Caspian smiled.

It was not warm.

It was not safe.

But it was sad.

“Not something you should want to know.”

Then he slipped beneath the surface.

No splash.

No sound.

Just water folding over him like it had been waiting.

Theo stood alone on the dock with the ring in his hand.

Behind him, Mercer Fisheries creaked in the wind.

Ahead of him, the ocean moved in the dark.

And somewhere below, something ancient had learned his name.
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Chapter Two

Things the Ocean Keeps
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Theo slept badly.

Not lightly.

Badly.

There was a difference.

Light sleep still rested somewhere near peace. Bad sleep dragged you underwater and left you there.

By three in the morning, Theo had given up pretending otherwise.

Rain tapped steadily against the office windows while the ancient radiator hissed in uneven bursts beside the desk. He had attempted to sleep on the narrow couch in the corner and discovered halfway through the night that it had the structural integrity of wet cardboard.

Now he sat wrapped in an old blanket he had found in a cabinet, staring at the silver ring on the desk beneath the lamp.

The blue stone caught the light strangely.

Almost like water moving beneath glass.

Theo turned it over in his fingers again.

No markings inside the band. No initials. No date.

Old, though.

Very old.

He should probably take it to the police.

Assuming Blackwater Cove had police.

Assuming they wouldn’t immediately throw him into the ocean for asking questions.

Theo leaned back in the chair and rubbed his eyes.

Everything about the last twelve hours felt unreal.

His father’s death.
The destroyed fishing boat.
The claw marks.
The silent townspeople.
And Caspian.
Especially Caspian.

Theo still could not decide whether the man had looked at him like prey or something worse.

Something precious.

That thought unsettled him enough that he stood abruptly and crossed toward the window.

Outside, the harbor slept beneath fog.

Fishing boats rocked slowly against their moorings. Harbor lights glowed weakly through mist. Somewhere in town, a dog barked once before falling silent again.

Theo’s gaze drifted automatically toward the far pier.

Empty.

He hated the disappointment that followed.

“Absolutely not,” he muttered to himself. “We are not doing mysterious dock man already.”

The radiator clanged violently behind him.

Theo jumped hard enough to swear aloud.

Then someone knocked.

Three slow knocks against the office door.

Theo stared at it.

Another knock.

Not aggressive.

Patient.

Which somehow felt worse.

Theo crossed the office carefully, grabbing the nearest thing that could potentially qualify as a weapon—a heavy flashlight from the shelf beside the door.

He unlocked it and pulled it open.

A woman stood outside holding two cardboard coffee trays.

She looked to be somewhere in her sixties, broad-shouldered beneath a navy raincoat, with weathered brown skin and iron-gray curls tied back beneath a scarf. Her expression remained unimpressed from the exact second Theo opened the door.

“You look terrible,” she said.

Theo blinked.

“...Good morning?”

“Debatable.”

She pushed one of the coffee cups toward him without asking permission and walked inside.

Theo stepped aside automatically.

“Okay,” he said slowly. “Who are you?”

“Marisol Vega.”

She set the second coffee down beside the paperwork on the desk and glanced around the office with visible annoyance.

“God. Smells exactly the same.”

“You knew my father?”

“Knew of him.”

Not warm.

Definitely not warm.

Theo shut the door behind her. “Can I ask why you’re here?”

“You inherited a disaster.”

“That narrows it down very little.”

For the first time, Marisol’s mouth twitched faintly.

Not a smile exactly.

Approval, maybe.

“You’ve got debt collectors circling, two missing fishermen, half the town waiting to see if you fail, and Darren Pike trying to buy your east dock for half what it’s worth.”

Theo stared.

“You read fast.”

“I’ve lived here longer than you.”

Fair enough.

Marisol pulled a folder from beneath her arm and dropped it onto the desk.

Inside were maintenance records, permit filings, fuel invoices, and handwritten notes clipped together in organized stacks.

Theo looked up slowly. “What is this?”

“The only reason your company hasn’t collapsed already.”

“You work here?”

“I did.”

Past tense again.

Theo took a cautious sip of coffee.

Strong enough to wake the dead.

Possibly intentional.

“Why help me?” he asked.

Marisol looked toward the harbor windows before answering.

“Because your father made mistakes.” Her eyes returned to Theo. “And I’d rather not watch you drown for them.”

Not exactly comforting.

But honest.

Theo appreciated honesty more than he used to.

Outside, gulls finally began screaming over the docks.

The sound made the town feel real again.

Marisol moved toward the filing cabinets. “You’ll need to decide quickly whether you’re staying.”

“I just got here.”

“And already people are watching.”

Theo thought immediately of pale eyes beneath moonlight.

He hated that his stomach reacted.

“Caspian,” he said before thinking better of it.

Marisol went still.

Not dramatic.

Just enough.

“You met him.”

“Hard to miss.”

“That depends.”

Theo leaned against the desk. “Okay, everyone in this town gets weird when I mention him. Why?”

Marisol shut the cabinet drawer carefully.

“You should avoid him.”

Theo almost laughed.

“Unfortunately, that advice usually guarantees the opposite.”

“I’m serious.”

“So am I.”

Marisol studied him for several long seconds.

“You don’t understand what people become around the ocean here.”

“That sounds ominous.”

“It should.”

The room fell quiet again.

Theo hated how often that happened in this town.

Finally he gestured toward the harbor. “What exactly happened to that boat?”

Marisol looked tired suddenly.

Older.

“The Martha June shouldn’t have been near Bell Rock after dark.”

“You mentioned Bell Rock last night.”

“No. Your father did.”

Theo’s chest tightened slightly at that.

“My father also wrote that this town isn’t ‘just a fishing town.’”

Marisol’s eyes sharpened. “You read the letter.”

“Yeah.”

“And?”

Theo hesitated.

Because saying it aloud sounded ridiculous.

“He mentioned debts. Blood. Warnings.”

Marisol crossed her arms. “And you thought that meant what?”

“I honestly have no idea.”

“That makes two of us.”

Theo frowned. “You don’t know?”

“I know enough.”

“Which means?”

“It means Blackwater Cove survives because certain things stay buried.”

Theo stared at her.

“You people talk like a cult.”

“That’s because you’re still thinking like a tourist.”

Before Theo could answer, movement outside caught his eye.

Someone stood at the end of the dock again.

Caspian.

Theo knew it instantly despite the fog.

Dark sweater.
Wet hair.
Hands in pockets.
Watching the harbor.

Watching him.

Marisol followed his gaze and swore softly in Spanish.

Theo looked back at her. “You seriously all hate this guy.”

“Hate?” Marisol said quietly.

“No.”

Something in her voice changed.

Fear.

Real fear.

“He’s not the thing you should fear,” she said.

Then she grabbed her raincoat and headed for the door.

“Wait,” Theo said. “That somehow sounds worse.”

“It is.”

Marisol opened the door, cold wind rushing inside around her.

“One more thing, Theo Evergreen.”

Theo looked up.

“Don’t let him bring you into the water.”

Then she left.

Theo stood motionless.

Outside, fog rolled slowly across the harbor.

And Caspian remained at the edge of the dock like part of the storm itself.

Watching.

Waiting.

Theo told himself he wasn’t going out there.

That lasted almost four minutes.

By the time he stepped onto the dock, the rain had softened to mist. Morning light spread weakly through clouds, turning the ocean steel-gray.

Caspian didn’t move as Theo approached.

Up close, he looked even stranger in daylight.

Too pale beneath the throat.
Too still.
Like his body had learned human posture through observation rather than instinct.
Theo stopped a few feet away.

“You make a habit of terrifying newcomers?”

Caspian glanced toward him slowly.

“You’re still here.”

“Encouraging.”

“You should leave.”

Theo folded his arms. “That’s twice now.”

Caspian
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