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This is a work of fiction. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. As the subject matter deals with criminal investigation, and in some cases the may involve non graphic death or violence, the subject matter alone maybe offensive to some—Please Be Advised. 
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PROLOGUE
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The bridge had always been there, a quiet sentinel over the creek, its weathered planks and sagging rails blending into the landscape like a forgotten relic. ​ By day, it was nothing more than a shortcut, a place where kids dared each other to cross and farmers muttered about its disrepair. ​ But at night, it transformed. ​ The shadows stretched long, the air grew heavy, and the water below whispered secrets to anyone brave—or foolish—enough to listen. ​
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Noah Reyes had heard the stories. He’d laughed at them, dismissed them as the kind of nonsense small towns clung to when there was nothing else to talk about. ​ But tonight, as he pedaled his bike down the dirt path toward the bridge, he felt the weight of those whispers pressing against his chest. The moon was high, its pale light barely cutting through the thick canopy of trees. The air was still, too still, and the usual hum of crickets and frogs had vanished, leaving a silence that felt alive.

––––––––

[image: ]


​

He slowed as the bridge came into view, its silhouette jagged against the night sky. ​ The boards creaked under his tires, the sound echoing like a warning. ​ Noah stopped at the center, his breath fogging in the cool air. He glanced around, half-expecting to see the Finkley twins, or Old Man Hale’s dogs, or even the man himself, shotgun in hand. ​ But there was no one. ​ Just the bridge, the creek, and the endless dark. ​
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Then he saw it. ​
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A light, faint at first, like the glow of a distant lantern. ​ It hovered above the water, blue-white and cold, pulsing in slow, deliberate waves. ​ Noah’s heart slammed against his ribs. He wanted to turn, to pedal back the way he’d come, but his feet wouldn’t move. ​ The light grew brighter, sharper, until it painted the bridge in ghostly silver. ​ The air buzzed with a low hum, vibrating through his bones. ​
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And then, the light shifted. ​ It wasn’t just a glow anymore—it was alive, moving with purpose, bending and twisting like it was searching for something. ​ Noah’s breath caught as the light stretched toward him, a thin thread of energy that seemed to pulse with its own heartbeat. ​ He tried to scream, but the sound was swallowed by the hum. ​
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The thread stopped inches from his face, hovering like a question. ​ For a moment, Noah thought he saw something inside the light—a shape, tall and thin, with eyes that glowed like molten gold. ​ It wasn’t human. ​ It wasn’t anything he could name. ​ But it was watching him, and he felt its gaze like a weight pressing down on his chest. ​

––––––––

[image: ]


Then, as suddenly as it had appeared, the light snapped away, leaving the bridge in darkness. ​ The hum faded, and the world returned, ordinary and quiet. ​ Noah stood there, shaking, his bike forgotten, his mind racing with questions he couldn’t answer.
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He didn’t know what he’d seen. ​ But he knew one thing for certain: the stories were true. ​ And whatever was out there, it wasn’t done with him yet. ​
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CHAPTER 1
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The world after ten p.m. in a town this size belonged to no one, and thirteen-year-olds like Jason Worthen knew it. At that hour, with streetlamps mostly dead and yards gone to shadow, the entire subdivision felt like a secret—one only the brave or the foolish dared explore. Jason waited behind the wheelbarrow at the edge of his mom’s tomato patch, crouched in the honeysuckle and straining for any sound of her moving in the house. He could see a sliver of light from the kitchen window, a faint rectangle cast on dirt, but no other sign of life. The trick was leaving without squeaking the back gate.
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He held his breath and counted to fifteen before pushing up from his haunches and slipping through the narrow side yard. His heart stuttered when the latch rattled, but no light flicked on behind him. His sneakers barely scuffed the pavement as he jogged up the alley to the main road. The night air was warm enough to wear shorts, but he’d thrown on a hoodie anyway; the fabric was too big for his frame and hid his arms when he hugged himself against the unfamiliar dark.
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Ethan waited under the busted crosswalk sign, hands stuffed in the pockets of cargo shorts and head tilted back as he scanned the sky. He had a baseball cap pulled low, its bill casting a shadow that swallowed his eyes. When he heard Jason’s footsteps, he nodded without looking. “Took you long enough.”
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“I had to wait for my mom to fall asleep.” Jason tried to sound annoyed, but the truth was he’d waited longer than he needed. He always did. “Did you bring the stuff?”
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Ethan pulled a battered pocket compass from his shorts, then flashed a small Maglite and a ziplock of homemade trail mix. “Essentials. You?”

––––––––
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“Notebook. My mom’s old phone for pictures, if it doesn’t die first.” He hesitated, but didn’t mention the small penknife zipped in his hoodie. Ethan had always considered himself the practical one, and Jason never liked to challenge that.
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They walked together, the street curving down toward the soccer fields. Their footsteps clicked in unison. Ethan’s voice was low but steady. “Caleb’s meeting us by the silo. He said his dad’s out cold.”
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“His dad’s always out cold,” Jason said, then regretted it instantly. He knew more than he wanted to about the Johnson family’s way of coping with crop failures. But Ethan didn’t call him on it, just kept walking.
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They crossed the empty soccer fields, the dew already starting to coat their sneakers, and cut through the gap in the chain-link fence behind the elementary school. The short walk opened up to a wide, flat plain, stubbled with summer weeds and, further out, the shadowed outline of cornfields. Overhead, the sky was clear, a dome of navy blue punctured by a handful of stars. The only sounds were their breathing, the distant whine of highway tires, and the omnipresent buzz of insects.
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Caleb stood at the base of the rusted grain silo, a duffel bag slung over one shoulder and a sketchbook pressed to his chest like a shield. He looked like he hadn’t slept. The dark rings under his eyes caught the moonlight, making him seem even paler than usual.
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“You guys were supposed to be here at eleven,” Caleb whispered, his voice carrying a nervous edge. “If my dad wakes up and sees I’m gone, I’m dead.”

––––––––
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Jason wanted to say something reassuring, but Ethan got there first. “Relax, man. You think he’s gonna come all the way out here to check? We’ll be back before he notices.”

––––––––
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Caleb eyed the road behind them. “I just don’t want to get shot at by Old Man Hale. He’s the one who finds kids out past midnight. Remember what happened to those Finkley twins?”

––––––––
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Jason almost smiled. “The ones who tried to ride their bikes across the bridge?”
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“He shot at them with rock salt. They still have scars.” Caleb’s hands were white-knuckled on his sketchbook.

––––––––
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Ethan rolled his eyes. “That’s an urban legend. I bet he didn’t even load the gun. Hale’s just all talk. And besides, we’re not even going near his property.”

––––––––
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“Yes, we are,” Jason said quietly. “The bridge is on his land.”

––––––––
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For a second, the three of them were silent. Even the insects seemed to pause, the only noise coming from the distant hum of a barn fan. Ethan recovered first, flipping open his compass and spinning it slowly in his palm. “We don’t have to cross. We just need to get to the overlook. That’s where Reyes said he saw the lights.”

––––––––
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Jason watched the needle settle, north aligning with the cracked pavement. “You trust Reyes now?”

––––––––
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Ethan shrugged. “He had a picture, remember? The one on his Instagram before he deleted it.”

––––––––
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Caleb shifted his weight, as if the mere mention of Noah Reyes conjured a threat. “You think he’s messing with us?”
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Ethan smirked. “He doesn’t even know we’re doing this tonight. He’s working late at the station, anyway.”

––––––––
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Jason felt the first tremor of excitement beneath his skin. It was always like this—the lead-up, the feeling of being on the edge of something impossible. He looked at his friends: Ethan, acting like he had the whole thing mapped out; Caleb, wide-eyed but determined not to be left behind. For a brief moment, he imagined what they looked like to an outsider: three skinny boys in shorts and hoodies, faces half-illuminated by the moon, moving with a purpose they barely understood.
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The trio cut across the patch of scrubland, dew soaking into their shoes and clinging to their ankles. Every so often, Caleb would stop and stare at something—a broken fence post, a fat June bug on a blade of grass—before hurriedly sketching it in his notebook, the tip of his pencil scratching frantic patterns. Jason hung back with him, letting Ethan get a few steps ahead.
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“Does your mom know you’re out?” Caleb asked, voice soft enough that Ethan wouldn’t hear.

––––––––
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Jason shook his head. “She thinks I’m sleeping. I left a pillow under the blanket. Classic.” He grinned, but it faded quick. “She’s been weird lately. Watches me like she’s waiting for me to say something.”
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“My mom’s the same,” Caleb said. “Maybe it’s a mom thing.” He looked at the sky, scanning for anything out of place. “I heard Hale uses dogs. That’s worse than the gun. I hate dogs.”
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Jason smiled at the thought of the big, lumbering hounds Old Man Hale kept in his barn. “They sleep at night. Or so I’ve heard.”
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“Maybe we should have brought bacon. As a distraction.” Caleb laughed at his own joke, and for a second, he looked almost relaxed.

––––––––
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Up ahead, Ethan had reached the tree line. He glanced back at them and waved for them to hurry. “Let’s go! We lose the moon, we’ll be blind.”

––––––––
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Jason and Caleb jogged to catch up, ducking under a low branch where the woods started in earnest. The trees here weren’t old, but they packed tight together, forming a tunnel that ate up the moonlight and replaced it with shifting shadow. Their footsteps became muffled on the mat of pine needles. Caleb’s breath quickened, and Jason could hear the faint tremor in it. Ethan kept the pace steady, checking the compass every few minutes and calling out minor course corrections—“two degrees right,” “hug the tree line”—like he was leading a real expedition.
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[image: ]


They talked as they went, voices kept low but energized by the secrecy. Caleb told the story about the time he and his brother tried to build a raft and almost drowned in the retention pond; Ethan recounted every known UFO sighting in county history, listing dates and locations from memory; Jason offered nothing unless asked, content to listen, to absorb. He liked how their voices layered over each other, like the three parts of a song only they knew how to play.
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Every now and then, the talk circled back to Old Man Hale and his reputation as the town’s self-appointed night watchman. Jason had never seen him up close, but stories circulated through the middle school like currency: the way he could track footprints through wet grass, how he never needed a flashlight, the rumor that he’d been a cop before he moved back to run the farm. Caleb insisted that his cousin once saw Hale dragging a trespasser out of the woods by the collar, “like a coyote carrying a rabbit.” Ethan countered that his dad said Hale mostly wanted to scare kids straight, and never called the cops unless something got stolen or wrecked.
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“I think he’s a werewolf,” Jason said, just to see Caleb’s reaction.

––––––––
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Caleb stopped walking, eyes wide. “You’re kidding.”

––––––––
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Jason smiled. “Why else would he be out all night?”
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