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For everyone who learned to sing in the dark.

The shore is closer than you think.

"The cure for anything is salt water: sweat, tears, or the sea."

— Isak Dinesen

PLAYLIST

Surge and Siren: The Playlist

"At Last" — Etta James

"Shallow Water" — Cal Wren (original)

"Wicked Game" — Chris Isaak

"The Night We Met" — Lord Huron

"Cornflake Girl" — Tori Amos

"I Put a Spell on You" — Nina Simone

"Strange Weather" — Tom Waits

"Black Water" — Of Monsters and Men

"Dream a Little Dream of Me" — Ella Fitzgerald

"Surge and Siren" — Cal Wren (original)
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PROLOGUE
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The Sound

TORRIN

The singer at the Meridian didn't know she was auditioning.

The bar sat on a dead-end street two blocks from the harbor, the kind of place tourists passed without noticing and locals kept to themselves like a secret they'd rather not share. Peeling paint the color of old bone. A neon sign in the window that buzzed more than it glowed. The air inside tasted like cheap beer and plumeria, and the stage was barely bigger than a dinner table.

I came because of a voicemail.

Two years, four months, eleven days since Asa left that message, and I'd memorized every breath of it the way other men memorize prayers. His voice, younger than mine by six years and warmer by a lifetime: There's a singer at the Meridian. Voice like a riptide, Tor. You should hear her. Makes you forget the water's deep.

Two weeks later, he was dead.

I sat in the corner booth with a beer I hadn't touched and watched the woman behind the microphone do something to the physics of the room that I couldn't quantify. She was small. Auburn hair loose past her shoulders, lighter at the ends where the salt had gotten to it. Tank top, denim shorts, bare feet on the sticky stage floor. Nothing about her suggested the sound that came out of her mouth.

She sang an old jazz standard, something Billie Holiday would have recognized, and the eight people scattered across the bar went still. Not quiet. Still. The bartender stopped wiping the glass. A couple in the far booth forgot their argument mid-sentence. A man at the bar put down his phone.

I did the only thing I could do with a phenomenon I couldn't categorize. I watched. I catalogued. I broke her apart into data points the way I'd break apart a sonar reading or a current chart, looking for the mechanism, the trick, the explainable thing that made her voice land in the center of my chest and refuse to leave.

There was no trick. There was no mechanism. She opened her mouth and the room rearranged itself around the sound, and I sat in my corner booth and felt something crack in a place I'd sealed shut the day they told me Asa's body had been recovered from eighty feet of water.

Three nights. I'd been coming for three nights.

The first night, I told myself it was reconnaissance. Asa mentioned this bar, this singer. She might know something about his last weeks in Honolulu, the days before he boarded the Kestrel and sailed toward the coordinates that killed him. Information. That's all. A lead.

The second night, I told myself I was confirming my assessment. Methodical. Thorough. The way the Navy taught me to approach any operation: observe, analyze, decide.

The third night, sitting in the same booth with the same untouched beer, I stopped pretending.

She finished her set. The room exhaled. Conversations resumed at lower volumes, as if the patrons were embarrassed by how completely she'd held them. She stepped off the stage, accepted a glass of water from the bartender, and leaned against the bar with the easy posture of someone who'd performed this same ritual four hundred times.

I studied her hands. They moved constantly. Fingers tapping the bar, tracing the condensation on the glass, finding rhythms in surfaces. She was never still. Her body was a percussion instrument between songs, all motion and restless energy, and then she sang and everything locked into place and the stillness came from somewhere deeper than muscle.

The bartender said something. She laughed. The laugh was nothing like the singing. It was bright, careless, a little rough. The kind of laugh that belonged in this bar, on this street, in this anonymous life she'd built for herself on this island in the middle of the Pacific.

I knew she was hiding. I'd run her name through every database a former Navy officer with the right contacts could access. Calypso Vance. Twenty-six. Berklee College of Music, partial completion. A restraining order filed in Los Angeles eighteen months ago. Then nothing. She'd fallen off the map with the precision of someone who'd practiced the disappearing act in her head for months before executing it.

No registered phone. No social media. No credit cards in her name since she landed in Honolulu. She paid cash, sang for tips, and lived in a walk-up apartment in Kaimuki that she'd rented under a name I hadn't bothered to trace because it didn't matter.

What mattered was this: nobody was looking for her.

No family calling the police. No employer filing missing persons. No digital trail for anyone to follow. Calypso Vance had made herself invisible, and she'd done it so well that if she vanished again, from a different island, onto a boat heading into open ocean, the world wouldn't notice.

The thought should have disgusted me. It didn't. I turned it over in my mind with the clinical detachment of a man planning a dive. Assess the conditions. Calculate the risks. Execute.

She glanced toward my booth. Not for the first time. She'd noticed me, of course. Three nights in the same seat, same beer, same focused attention. She wasn't afraid. I could see that in the way she held her body, squared toward me rather than angled away. She was curious. Maybe irritated. Maybe something else.

I held her gaze. She didn't look away.

The hollow of her throat caught the neon from the window, and I watched her pulse beat there, visible and steady, and I thought about Asa's voice on that message and the two years I'd spent turning grief into architecture, building the plan beam by beam, and how none of it accounted for the variable currently looking at me from across a bar with eyes that were too dark and too direct for someone who was supposed to be an intelligence asset on a manifest.

I stood. Left a fifty on the table. Walked to the door.

Behind me, the bartender was closing out tabs. The couple had resumed their argument. The man at the bar had found his phone again.

The singer watched me leave. I felt her attention between my shoulder blades like a hand pressed flat against my spine. A touch she hadn't given. A claim she didn't know she'd made.

Outside, the harbor was visible at the end of the street. The Leviathan sat at the research pier, one hundred eighty feet of steel and purpose, her running lights reflected in the black water. Five days to our first scheduled port. Three weeks of fuel. Everything I needed to find my brother's killers was on that boat or at the bottom of the ocean.

And now, everything I needed was also standing barefoot behind a microphone in a bar that smelled like plumeria and spilled beer.

Three nights. That's what it took for her voice to rewrite every plan I'd spent two years building. The mission had one objective.

Now it had two.
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Last Set

CAL

The man in the corner booth was back.

Third night in a row. Same seat, same untouched beer, same way of sitting that made the booth look like a command post rather than a sticky vinyl seat in a bar that hadn't been renovated since the Clinton administration. He watched my set the way a surgeon watches a procedure: total focus, zero expression, hands flat on the table like he was keeping them from doing something they wanted to do.

I finished the last verse of "Cry Me a River" and let the final note dissolve into the noise of the bar. Scattered applause. Kai behind the bar gave me his usual nod, which was as close to a standing ovation as Kai ever got. I stepped off the stage, and my feet registered the temperature difference between the sun-warmed wood of the platform and the concrete floor. Still hot. Everything in Honolulu in August was hot. The air conditioning in the Meridian worked about as well as the neon sign in the window, which was to say it offered the suggestion of function without delivering results.

"Good set tonight." Kai slid me a glass of water. No ice. The ice machine had died three days ago and neither of us was surprised. "That guy's here again."

"I noticed."

"Want me to say something?"

"He's not bothering anyone."

"He's not drinking, either. That beer's been full since nine."

I took the water and drank half of it in one pull. The Meridian didn't attract stalkers. It attracted merchant marines on shore leave, grad students from the university, retired fishermen who'd been drinking on the same stools since before I was born, and the occasional tourist who'd wandered too far from Waikiki. The man in the corner fit none of these categories.

He was tall. I'd registered that the first night when he walked in, the way you register a shift in barometric pressure. Not just tall. Built for use, shoulders like something load-bearing, and he moved through the room with the economy of a man who'd spent years in spaces where wasted motion was dangerous. Military, maybe. Or maritime. Something that involved discipline and confined quarters.

His hands. I'd noticed his hands before his face, which said something about me I wasn't ready to examine. Working hands. Scarred across the knuckles and the right palm, thick-fingered, competent. Hands that hauled lines and gripped tools and probably broke things with the same mechanical precision they built them.

Dark hair, kept short. Eyes that caught the neon through the window and turned a color I couldn't name from this distance. He hadn't spoken to me. Hadn't approached. Hadn't done anything except sit in that booth and watch me sing with an intensity that would have been uncomfortable if it hadn't been so controlled.

Control. That was the word. Everything about him radiated it. The stillness. The untouched beer. The way his gaze never wandered to the TV behind the bar or the couple arguing by the jukebox. He was here for one thing. I just didn't know what it was.

I wiped down the microphone and coiled the cable the way I did every night, a routine so ingrained my hands performed it without consulting my brain. The bar was emptying. Tuesday night in Kalihi. Nobody stayed past eleven. I collected my tips from the jar on the edge of the stage: forty-three dollars and a business card from a recording studio in Kāne'ohe that I'd throw away like I threw away all the others.

On the table beside the jar, someone had left a cocktail napkin with a doodle on it. I picked it up and put it in my pocket. I kept things. Napkins, coasters, ticket stubs, receipts with interesting handwriting. My apartment in Kaimuki had a shoebox full of them, fragments of other people's evenings that I collected the way some people collected shells. It was a habit that predated Honolulu, predated Liam, predated everything. My mother used to do the same thing. She called it "keeping the days from disappearing."

The shoebox also held a napkin from six months ago, the Meridian's logo faded in the corner, covered in numbers written in an unsteady hand. Asa's napkin. He was a regular. Marine biologist. Sweet guy, maybe twenty-seven, twenty-eight. He drank Kona Longboard Lager and asked me to sing Etta James and wrote on napkins because he said his phone was always dead. He'd scrawled a series of numbers on one and slid it across the bar with a grin that made him look about nineteen. "Keep this safe, songbird. Just in case." Coordinates, I assumed. Or a phone number with too many digits. I put it in my pocket and it ended up in the shoebox and I didn't think about it again until the night Kai told me Asa had died. Some kind of diving accident. A private expedition that went wrong.

I'd poured a Longboard and left it on the bar that night, his empty stool beside it. Kai didn't charge me.

The corner booth was empty now. The man had left while I was packing up. A fifty-dollar bill sat on the table beside the full beer. Fifty for a beer he never drank and three songs he never responded to.

I picked up the fifty. Looked at the door. The street outside was empty except for the glow of the harbor at the end of the block. I could see the research pier from here, the silhouette of a large vessel moored against the dock, its running lights small and white in the dark.

Kai locked the register. "Closing up. You good?"

"I'm good."

I walked home the way I always walked home: quickly, keys laced between my fingers, eyes scanning the street. Not because Honolulu was dangerous. Because habits formed in fear outlive the fear itself, and the muscle memory of checking behind me every thirty seconds was hardwired now, written into my body by a man in Los Angeles who'd taught me that love was a synonym for surveillance.

Liam. Even his name in my head felt like a hand on my shoulder. I shook it off. He was five thousand miles away. He didn't know where I was. Nobody knew where I was. That was the point of Honolulu: being nobody, being nowhere, being the girl who sings at the Meridian and has no last name and doesn't exist in any system that could lead a man with money and obsession and a conviction that what he felt entitled him to access.

My apartment was a studio above a laundromat. One room. A mattress on the floor, a hot plate, a fan that moved the air without cooling it. A gecko lived on the wall behind the refrigerator. I called him Dizzy, after Gillespie, because he was small and had excellent timing.

I locked the door. Set the chain. Checked the deadbolt. Turned it twice.

I hadn't checked the deadbolt in months. Not since the first weeks here, when every footstep in the hallway was Liam's and every knock was the end of everything. I'd gotten better. I'd gotten comfortable. I'd started to believe that disappearing actually worked, that you could step out of one life and into another and the old one wouldn't follow.

The man in the corner booth had undone that work in three evenings. Not because he was threatening. Not because he'd spoken to me or followed me or done any of the things Liam used to do. Because of the way he watched. That focus. That deliberate, consuming attention that didn't slide off me the way normal attention did but landed and stayed, like something with weight.

I pulled off my shorts and tank top and stood in front of the fan in my underwear, letting the lukewarm air dry the sweat on my stomach. August in Honolulu. The thermometer outside the laundromat read ninety-one at midnight. The air felt like something you wore rather than breathed.

Through the open window, I could hear the harbor. Water against hulls. A distant engine. The sound the ocean makes when it isn't performing for anyone, just doing what oceans do: holding up the boats, dissolving the land, waiting.

I lay on the mattress and stared at the ceiling and thought about the man's hands. The scars on his knuckles. The scar across his right palm, a white line against brown skin that looked like it had a story I'd never hear. Those hands had been flat on the table all three nights. Still. Controlled. As if he didn't trust them with freedom.

I pressed my fingers to the hollow of my throat where my pulse was doing something it shouldn't. Elevated. Not from the walk. Not from the heat. From the memory of his eyes meeting mine across the bar and the way his attention felt like being sung to by someone who knew a song I couldn't hear.

Sleep came eventually, the way it always did in Honolulu: slowly, grudgingly, chased by the fan and the gecko's clicking and the distant fact of the ocean. But tonight it came with a new texture. An awareness. A frequency I hadn't picked up in months.

Someone was watching. And the worst part wasn't the watching. The worst part was the place inside me, small and reckless and starved, that had leaned toward the attention like a plant toward a window.
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The Leviathan

TORRIN

The deck of the Leviathan was too hot to touch by noon, and I touched it anyway because pain was a language I understood better than whatever was happening in my chest.

I stood on the bridge with my hands on the sun-heated console and reviewed the operation for the hundredth time. The vessel was a 1979 research platform, one hundred eighty feet bow to stern, converted from a NOAA survey ship I'd bought at government auction for less than the cost of a house in Portland. She wasn't pretty. Her hull was scarred with thirty years of salt and collision, her paint was the noncommittal grey of institutional neglect, and her engines burned diesel with the enthusiasm of a machine that had given up on efficiency. But she was mine, and she was solid, and she could hold open water for three weeks on a full tank, and that was all I needed her to do.

Dex Calloway stood at the navigation console, running the pre-departure checklist with the methodical patience that made him indispensable and occasionally infuriating. Ex-Coast Guard. Thirty-eight. The kind of man who ironed his shirts on a research vessel because standards were standards regardless of context. He'd served with me briefly during a joint exercise in the Bering Sea, and when I'd called him two years later with a proposition that was half legal, half vendetta, and entirely humorless, he'd said yes before I finished the sentence.

"Fuel's topped off," Dex said without looking up. "Provisions loaded. Sable's gear is secured in the lab. Ren's complaining about the produce quality, which means everything's normal."

"The desalination system?"

"Serviced last week. Running clean."

I nodded. Dex didn't ask unnecessary questions. It was the quality I valued most in a first mate, and the quality that occasionally made me wonder if his lack of curiosity was loyalty or something else. I trusted him the way I trusted the vessel: functionally. He would do what I needed. Whether he understood why I needed it was his business.

Below deck, Ren Akiyama was storing the last of the fresh provisions in the galley. I could hear him through the intercom, muttering about the papaya in a mix of English and Japanese that meant the fruit was either overripe or underripe, never acceptable. Ren had served on merchant vessels for twenty years before retiring to Oahu, where he'd opened a restaurant that failed and a catering business that succeeded and then closed both to join me on the Leviathan because I'd told him what I was doing and why.

Ren had known Asa. They'd met at a marine research conference in Hilo, bonded over shared contempt for institutional bureaucracy, and stayed in touch through emails that Ren printed out and kept in a folder he thought I didn't know about. When I told Ren that Asa's death wasn't an accident, his face did something I'd only seen in men who've lived long enough to stop being surprised by cruelty but never long enough to stop being angry about it. He put down his knife, wiped his hands, and said, "When do we leave?"

That was nine months ago. Ren had been on the Leviathan ever since, cooking meals that were too good for a research vessel and watching the crew with the quiet, unblinking attention of a man who'd learned to read people the way fishermen read weather.

Sable Chen was in the lab, calibrating the deep-water sampling equipment with the focused energy of someone who believed she was here to do actual science. Twenty-nine. Stanford PhD. Published in three journals before her thirtieth birthday. She was brilliant and meticulous and utterly unaware that the Leviathan's research mission was a cover for something she'd probably quit over if she knew. I kept her in the dark because her work gave us legitimacy, and because the less she knew, the safer she was. Her coral reef sampling project was real. The data she collected was real. Everything around it was a lie.

And then there was Marsh.

Curtis Marshall. Marine technician. Thirty-five. The most recent addition to the crew, hired six months ago on the recommendation of a contact in the marine salvage industry who'd vouched for his diving credentials and equipment expertise. His resume was clean. His references checked out. His personality was the professional equivalent of beige: competent, affable, forgettable. He did his job, ate his meals, and didn't cause problems.

I didn't trust him.

The feeling was specific, located somewhere behind my ribs like a stone I couldn't cough up. I'd spent eight years in the Navy learning to read men in confined spaces, and something about Marsh's ease on the Leviathan didn't fit. He was too comfortable. Not the comfort of experience. The comfort of assignment. The way an undercover operative settles into a cover identity: smoothly, without the friction of adjustment.

I had nothing concrete. No evidence. No intercepted communications. Just the instinct that Marsh had been placed on my vessel by someone who wanted to know what I was looking for at the bottom of the ocean, and if I found it, to make sure it never reached shore.

The contact who'd recommended him had connections to the same marine salvage network that had employed Asa in his last months. The same network that had hired Asa to document what they claimed was a routine underwater survey and what turned out to be an illegal excavation of a protected deep-sea ecosystem. The same network whose principals had decided that Asa's threat to go public with what he'd found was a problem best solved by seventy feet of water and a diving regulator that malfunctioned at exactly the wrong moment.

I opened the drawer in the bridge console and looked at the chart. The coordinates were marked in red. Two hundred nautical miles southwest of the Big Island. The approximate location where the Kestrel, the vessel Asa had been working on, went down with all the evidence of what they'd done to the reef and what they'd done to my brother.

The drawer below the chart held the operational files. Mission parameters. Crew dossiers. Equipment manifests. And in a separate folder, the document I'd typed three weeks ago in this same cabin at three in the morning while listening to Asa's voicemail for the thousandth time.

The passenger manifest.

One entry. Calypso Vance. Purpose: intelligence gathering — connection to subject's deceased brother (A. Wolfe), Meridian Bar, Honolulu. Notes: no local social ties, no family contact (est.), no digital footprint since arrival in HI. Low tracking risk.

Intelligence gathering. I'd written that. Low tracking risk. I'd written that too. Clinical language for a clinical decision: the singer at the bar Asa had mentioned might know something about his last weeks. She was a regular contact point. She was invisible to the systems that would notice a missing person. She was the perfect source.

That was the logic. The architecture. The plan I'd spent two years building, every beam calculated, every joint measured.

And then I'd heard her sing.

I closed the drawer. Locked it. The key went in my pocket, where it pressed against my thigh with the weight of something I didn't want to name.

On the deck below, the harbor shimmered in the noon heat. The pier was weathered concrete, cracked and salt-stained, lined with mooring bollards that hadn't been painted since the last administration. A fuel truck backed into position for the final top-off. Dock workers moved with the slow precision of men who'd learned that hurrying in this heat was a form of self-destruction.

I pulled up the crew schedule on the console. Departure: Thursday, 0600. Research station Alpha (the cover story): five days. Open water dive operations (the truth): seven days after that. Return to port: to be determined.

"Dex."

"Captain."

"There'll be a guest aboard. She'll have the cabin next to mine."

A pause. The kind of pause that contained a question Dex wouldn't ask. He looked at me once, the same way he'd looked at me when I first explained the mission: with the resignation of a man who'd weighed his loyalty against his judgment and decided that loyalty was heavier.

"I'll have Ren make up the cabin."

"Tell him she's vegetarian." I didn't know if she was. It was a guess based on the salad I'd watched her eat at the bar the second night. I was cataloguing her preferences the way I catalogued current patterns and weather systems: as data that might determine whether the operation succeeded or failed.

Dex made a note. Didn't ask who she was. Didn't ask why.

Below me, the harbor held the Leviathan in its oily grip, and somewhere beyond the breakwater, the Pacific waited with the patience of something that had been swallowing boats and men for longer than the concept of men had existed. I'd go into that water. I'd find what was left of Asa's last days on the ocean floor. And I'd bring the woman whose voice my brother had loved aboard the vessel that would carry me there.

The distinction between those two objectives was getting harder to maintain.

I picked up the binoculars and trained them on the street beyond the pier. The Meridian Bar was two blocks east, invisible behind a row of warehouses. She'd be there tonight. Fourth night. Last set.

I put the binoculars down and went below to check the dive equipment myself. Trust nothing. Verify everything. Control what you can.

My brother trusted the people who took him diving. My brother verified nothing. My brother is dead.

I don't make his mistakes. I make my own.
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Undertow

CAL

He came to the bar on the fourth night, and this time, he didn't sit down.

I was mid-set, halfway through a Nina Simone arrangement that I'd stripped to its bones, just my voice and the room's bad acoustics and the kind of silence that happens when people stop pretending they're not listening. I saw him come through the door. He stood by the wall, one shoulder against the frame, arms crossed. Not sitting meant not staying. Not staying meant something was different tonight.

I finished the song. Held the last note until it thinned to nothing and the bar exhaled around me. Two more songs in the set. I chose them carefully, the way you choose words when you know someone is translating every syllable. Something by Patsy Cline. Something I'd written myself, a song about the Georgia coast that I never performed without tasting salt water at the back of my throat.

When I stepped off the stage, he was at the bar.

Up close, he was worse. Not worse-looking. Worse in the sense that proximity confirmed what distance had suggested: this was a man built for impact. The height I'd noted was specific now, a full head above me, and the shoulders were broader than the booth had implied. His face was the kind that resisted easy description. Not handsome in the way magazine covers meant. Handsome the way a reef is handsome, all hard structure and hidden depth, the beauty of something that could cut you if you touched it wrong.

His eyes were grey-green. The color of water you can't see the bottom of.

"I'm Torrin." He said it the way he stood: without apology, without preamble, without the social lubrication most people applied to introductions. A statement of fact delivered with the expectation that facts were sufficient.

"Cal."

"I know."

"The bartender told you."

"The set list told me. You write your name at the top."

I glanced at the handwritten paper taped to the mic stand. He was right. Cal, Tuesdays/Thursdays/Fridays/Saturdays. I'd been writing it there for eight months without thinking about who was reading it.

"Can I buy you a drink?"

"Kai gives me free water."

"Then can I buy you a walk?"

The line was odd enough to work. Not clever, not practiced. Delivered without a smile, which made it better. A man who smiles when he asks you to leave a bar with him is performing. A man who doesn't is telling you the truth about what he wants, which is your company without the pretense that alcohol is the reason.

I should have said no. Every survival manual I'd written for myself in the eighteen months since Liam said no. Don't leave with strangers. Don't go to secondary locations. Don't trust men who watch you with professional-grade attention for four consecutive nights.

"Okay."

We walked the waterfront. The harbor road ran along the water, past the commercial pier and the fuel depot and the research berths where serious-looking vessels sat under serious-looking lights. The air was thick, warm enough to feel on my skin like a second layer, and it carried the smell of diesel and salt and something floral from the gardens of a hotel three blocks inland.

He didn't fill the silence. Most men did. Most men treated silence as a failure state, something to be patched with commentary or questions or the nervous energy of hoping the conversation was going well. Torrin walked beside me and let the quiet exist, and the quiet was more revealing than anything he could have said. It told me he was comfortable with tension. It told me he didn't need my approval. It told me he'd spent significant time alone in places where silence wasn't awkward but operational.

"What do you do?" I asked, because someone had to break it and it might as well be me.

"I run a research vessel. Oceanographic work. We're docked at the research pier."

"The big grey one?"

"That's her."

"She looks like she's been through some things."

"She has. So have I."

I looked at him. He looked at the water. His profile in the harbor light was all angles, the jaw, the brow, the line of his nose. A face assembled from straight edges.

"How long have you been in Honolulu?" he asked.

"A while."

"Deliberately vague."

"Deliberately private."

He accepted that with a nod. No follow-up. No probing. Another man would have pushed. Torrin absorbed the
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