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Chapter 1

	The phone rang at 2:17 a.m.
Evan Cole was half-awake, half-dreaming of running water when the sound cut through the dark. He reached for his phone, blinking against the glow. Unknown number. He almost ignored it, but his instincts—the ones that had kept him working as a structural engineer for fifteen years—nudged him to answer.

	“Cole,” he said, his voice rough from sleep.

	“Mr. Cole, this is Lieutenant Harris with the Bureau of Infrastructure Safety.” The voice was calm but tight, the kind that carried news you didn’t want. “We’ve got an urgent situation at the Barlow Dam. You’re the closest qualified inspector within range.”

	Evan rubbed his face. “Barlow? That place is half a century old. What kind of situation?”

	“Unexplained vibrations,” Harris replied. “Local operators report a pattern of tremors every night for the past week. Instruments are reading fine, but the sounds—they’re… unusual.”

	“Unusual how?”

	A pause. Then, “You’ll have to hear them for yourself.”

	Evan sighed. He could already picture the old dam—cracked concrete, rusted bolts, humming turbines. Every forgotten facility had its ghosts, though usually the kind born from bad maintenance, not mystery.
Still, the bureau paid well for emergency calls, and his freelance schedule had been thin lately.

	“Send me the coordinates,” he said. “I’ll leave within the hour.”

	

	

	By dawn, his truck was winding through the northern ridges. The road was narrow, the kind that looked like it had been carved out of the mountain by stubborn hands and dynamite. Pine trees crowded the edges, heavy with mist.
The world felt suspended—no birds, no wind, just the crunch of gravel beneath his tires and the faint hum of the engine.

	He stopped once at a gas station that looked like it hadn’t had customers since the eighties. The attendant didn’t speak much, just handed him the receipt with eyes that avoided his. When Evan mentioned where he was headed, the man’s hands froze midair.

	“Barlow?” he asked. “You sure?”

	Evan gave a shrug. “Just an inspection.”

	The man hesitated, then muttered, “If you start hearing it, don’t follow the sound.”

	“What sound?”

	But the attendant only shook his head and went back inside.

	

	

	The dam appeared around a bend two hours later—massive, gray, and silent against the reservoir’s steel-blue water. It looked ancient, almost prehistoric, the kind of structure built before safety codes had teeth. A chain-link gate stood half-open, its lock hanging uselessly on one hinge.
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