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    For those who listen when no one else will,
and for the voices lost beneath the waves.
For the curious, the brave, and the ones who record what others ignore,
may your courage always echo louder than fear.
And for the silent places,
may they remind us that even in darkness, choices still carry power.
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Chapter 1 — The Sound That Wasn’t There
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Avery started her first night in Hallowell Cove the same way she had left the last one in her old town: with a microphone in her hand and the world turned down to a signal she could manage.

The boardwalk creaked beneath her sneakers, thin wooden ribs stretching along the edge of the harbor. The town was a ring of dim windows and salt-gray shingles around a bowl of water that held the moon like a coin. Wind threaded the halyards and made the masts ping, a harbor’s quiet percussion. Somewhere out there, a bell buoy tolled a note so low she felt it in the soles of her feet.

She lifted the recorder and pressed her thumb against the red button until it clicked and the timecode rolled. “Ocean room tone,” she whispered into her windscreen, because naming things made them tame. “Hallowell Cove. 10:13 p.m.”

She kept the rest of her thoughts silent. If she said them out loud, the recorder would keep them, and she wasn’t sure yet what she wanted to carry with her into this place.

The night smelt of old rope and the green copper rush of low tide. The amusement arcade at the far end of the boardwalk had closed hours ago, but its sign still glowed an exhausted pink. The lighthouse—decommissioned, the realtor had said like it was an insult—stood farther out on a grim finger of rocks. In Avery’s headphones, the sea processed itself into layers: hiss, swell, crackle, the distant slap of a hull against pilings. She teased each layer apart the way some people read music, hearing where the surf rose in a long shiver of treble, where a gull stitched a short cry through it.

You can make a safe room out of sound, her dad used to say, back when he understood how to get down on the floor beside the scary thing instead of trying to box it up. Back when they lived in a house with carpet that had the same worn track her mother walked while she talked on the phone, while she argued, while she tried to bargain the world into something softer. Back when lullabies belonged only to lull nights, and not to hospitals, not to police stations, not to the ugly way grief sometimes made people into strangers.

“Hey.” A couple drifted past, long shadows leaning into each other. The girl’s jacket brushed Avery’s elbow. “Sorry.”

Avery tightened her grip on the recorder and nodded. Her heart was a moth in her throat. She shifted to the rail, let the boardwalk’s edge be a straight line she could trust.

Room tone, she told herself. Just room tone. Hiss and hush. The place between words where the human brain fills in the quiet and calls it normal.

Her phone buzzed—the same message from Dad that had popped up three times already tonight: Everything okay? And the message below it, unsent: We got in. It’s fine. I’m fine. Don’t worry about me, worry about you. She swiped it away. The recorder’s LED burned steady. The ocean didn’t mind if she didn’t promise anything.

A pair of boys ran up behind her, laughing too loud, cellphone flashlights cutting swings across the boards. “Dude, watch it,” one said. He had the broad, careless confidence of someone who knew where he belonged. Hallowell had that look in its bones—names carved into the railings, last summers layered under next summers. Avery had been here for thirteen hours. She no more belonged than a borrowed shell.

Still, the sound here was good. It was clean. Her old town had been all freeway, a razor buzz under everything, tires and brakes and a hundred conversations pressed into asphalt. Hallowell Cove breathed. Hiss, hush, ping. She let her shoulders drop. She recorded the way the tide sucked at the stones between the pilings, the way the cold pressed its tongue against the metal rail. She could edit a new life out of this. If she could get the room tone right, sometimes the rest followed.

Avery let the track run long enough to feel the drift of minutes loosen. The wind rose. One of the flags above the bait shop snapped with a startled rip. From somewhere below the boards came the shuffle of periwinkles or something larger pretending to be small.

“Okay,” she whispered into the muff, letting herself be a fraction proud. “Got you.”

She stopped the track and checked the file. Forty-two seconds. She almost recorded a second take—she was a collector, always wanting backups—but it felt greedy to ask the sea to repeat itself. She plugged one earcup off her head and turned toward the far end of the pier where Hallowell’s only late-night place threw neon over the doors. The sign said WHARF DOGS, all rusty chain letters. Inside were fries with vinegar and the tired laughter of people who knew each other too well. If she walked in, they’d look up, see her, absorb the new shape into the town’s idea of itself. That would be the beginning. She wasn’t ready to be seen yet.

So she went the other way, toward the darkness under the lighthouse, past the museum with the crabbed handwriting on hand-painted placards, past the rock where someone had made a shrine for a kid lost last winter. She didn’t read the name. Names had teeth. Names were doors.

The harbor widened. The wind hauled harder. She tucked her recorder under her jacket as if it were an animal that needed warmth, wrapped the cable around her wrist twice as a tether, and found a bench that wasn’t completely damp.

Avery set the recorder on her knee, pressed PLAY, and slid the volume up.

The ocean came back to her the way it always does when you put a microphone between you and a thing—the real becomes a second real, a reflection that lets you stare longer without blinking. Hiss. Hush. Ping.

Then, underneath it, a voice. Soft, right up against the membrane of the windscreen, like someone had leaned in and told the ocean to move over.

“Welcome back,” it said.

Avery stopped the track without meaning to, her thumb frantic on the button. She looked over her shoulder and then, because it was worse to look at nothing than to look at people, she looked down over the edge of the bench at the black seam of water. It stared back—flat, slick, inscrutable.

She put the headphones on with both hands and held them there as if they could hold her together. PLAY.

Hiss. Hush. Ping. And that voice, threaded so lightly with salt that, for a second, she could pretend it was only part of the sea’s lace.

“Welcome back.”

It was not her dad. Wrong timbre. Not a stranger at the rail. The microphone would have caught their breath, the squeak of a jacket, a change in the air. This was laid under the whole track like a second bed of sand beneath the first.

“Okay,” she said out loud, because sometimes you had to put shape around the thing before it could dissolve into fear. “Okay.”

She shoved the cord into her phone and opened the waveform editor app she used when she couldn’t stand to wait until she was home. The track spilled into blue. The sea was a broad, soft brush across the whole length. The voice spiked. She pinched the screen, zooming until the spikes turned to a jagged city. As she dragged through the timeline, the sawteeth kept repeating a shape she knew too well: up, up, plateau, down. Up, up, plateau, down. A heartbeat.

“Room tone doesn’t do that,” she whispered to the empty boardwalk, to the lighthouse, to the buoy, to the dead kid on the plaque she hadn’t looked at. “You don’t do that.”

She took the headphones off and listened with her ears. The harbor tried on a new mood: a gull’s one-note complaint, the long hum of some generator she hadn’t noticed, a sudden rapid splash that made no sense this close to low tide. For one of those disorienting seconds when the brain reaches for a peg and can’t find it, she felt like she was listening to a recording of a place she hadn’t yet visited—a Hallowell in a different key. She put the headphones back on because that world was at least a world she could control.

It had to be a trick. Some other track she’d layered in by mistake. The recorder had a pre-roll buffer; maybe it had grabbed a stray word from her mouth when she named the file. But she hadn’t said “welcome back.” She’d said “ocean room tone.” She scrubbed the timeline back to zero and listened for her own voice. There she was, small and pitched low for quiet, naming the sea. Then hiss, hush, ping.

Then “welcome back.”

“You heard that?” she asked the recorder, which was not a person and never would be but had stored more of her life faithfully than most people she knew. She pressed her palm to its warm metal face like it had a fever.

Something thudded under the boards. Her whole skin tensed. She told herself it was a crab pot. A fish. The town settling against its pilings. The wind cutting a new angle through the ropes.

Don’t be stupid. Don’t make it a horror movie on the first night. Horror movies were not allowed to happen to girls whose backpacks contained three different kinds of windscreen and a spare SD card and an emergency granola bar.

Her phone buzzed again. She glanced: Dad, then the three dots of him typing and deleting, typing and deleting. She could hear him making pasta in the kitchen of their rented duplex, the radio turned low to a news station, the neighbors upstairs walking like they weighed decisions instead of bodies. Your first night okay? Want to FaceTime, you can show me the ocean? She could love him and also not want to let him into this sound. Some things got thinner if you shared them too soon.

The wind shifted. The hiss of the surf changed. The buoy tolled again but farther away, as if the water had stretched. She pinched and dragged on the waveform until she found the heartbeat again. She marked it. She looped it. The shape didn’t even pretend to be random. It pulsed every one point one three seconds. It gave her a number to hold.

“Hello?” someone said behind her. She flinched so hard the headphones knocked crooked on her head, but it was only a man in a shark-gray windbreaker with the museum’s logo on the pocket. He had a mild, wary face and a flashlight aimed carefully at the ground instead of at her eyes. “The boardwalk shuts down at eleven. Town rule. You new?”

“Yeah,” Avery said. Her voice sounded like a fake ID someone else had made and hadn’t matched to her face properly. “Just recording. I’ll go.”

“Sound kid.” He tipped his chin at the headphones. “Used to be some of them from the old lab hung around out here at night. Till they didn’t.” He adjusted the flashlight. He didn’t say anything else, but the silence after the word didn’t had the same shape as the one on the waveform. Up, up, plateau, down.

“What lab?” Avery asked before she could stop herself.

He seemed to consider whether he wanted to introduce the word to this hour. “Grayline,” he said. “Marine research. Out on the point. Closed up a long time. Town likes quiet after dark, that’s all. Welcome to Hallowell.”

He walked on, his beam making islands out
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