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CHAPTER 1 — THE BONE FIELD
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The first body lay on the riverbank like it had been arranged.

Arms out. Legs straight. Skull tilted toward the dawn as if waiting for someone to apologize.

Sheriff Daniel Holt crouched beside it. He didn’t touch the bones. He didn’t need to. The ribs were too clean.

No scavenger does that.

No machine either.

He ran a hand over his jaw, felt the grit of river silt on his skin, and tried to ignore the metallic smell rising from the exposed vertebrae. The Redwater River moved slow behind him, thick as syrup, carrying a low hum that didn’t belong to water.

A deputy stepped closer.

“Should we call state?”

Holt didn’t look up. “Not yet.”

He counted the teeth marks.

He counted the spacing.

He counted the seconds between each pulse of dread in his chest.

Something about the pattern felt wrong. Too uniform. Too deliberate.

He stood.

Walked to the waterline.

Watched the current drag a thin spiral of bubbles toward the bend.

The bubbles moved against the flow.

He stepped back.

A long sentence unfurled in his mind — the kind that arrives when instinct outruns logic — telling him that whatever stripped this man to bone did it with a precision that suggested design, not hunger, and that the river was no longer a place where natural laws applied.

He exhaled.

“Bag him,” he said.

But the deputy didn’t move.

“Sheriff... there’s something else.”

Holt turned.

A small metal capsule sat half-buried in the mud beside the corpse’s left hand. Stainless steel. Thumb-sized. Military-grade threading.

He picked it up.

Cold.

Too cold for the morning air.

He twisted the cap.

Inside: a strip of waterproof paper, rolled tight.

One word printed in block letters:

KEATON

Holt closed his fist around the capsule.

He hadn’t heard that name in years.

***
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Mara Keaton woke before her alarm.

She always did.

Sleep came in fragments now — short, sharp pieces that cut more than they healed.

She lay still in the dark of her Atlanta apartment, listening to the refrigerator hum, the distant traffic, the faint tremor in her own breath. She tried to pretend the tremor wasn’t fear.

It was.

She sat up.

Ran a hand through her hair.

Checked the clock: 5:14 a.m.

Her phone buzzed.

Unknown number.

No message.

Just a single image attachment.

She opened it.

A photo of a stainless-steel capsule.

Her name printed inside.

Her pulse kicked.

Her throat tightened.

She whispered, “No.”

But the past didn’t care.

She stood, crossed the room, and opened the bottom drawer of her desk. Inside lay a sealed manila folder she’d promised herself she would never touch again.

REDWATER PROTOCOL — TERMINATED

She broke the seal.

Inside:

Maps.

Dentition charts.

Feeding-cycle logs.

A photo of a tank filled with dark water and a single line typed beneath it:

Specimen 7 demonstrates coordinated behavior when stimulated by low-frequency vibration.

Her hands shook.

She remembered the sound.

The vibration.

The way the water had seemed to breathe.

Her phone buzzed again.

This time, a text:

WE FOUND ANOTHER ONE. COME HOME. — D.H.

She closed her eyes.

Daniel Holt.

The only man who knew what she’d done.

The only man who knew what she’d survived.

She typed back:

Where?

The reply came instantly.

Redwater River. Bring your old notes. And Mara—

A pause.

Three dots.

Then:

It’s happening again.

Her breath caught.

She whispered, “No. It can’t.”

But the river didn’t care.

She grabbed her keys.

Her bag.

The folder.

As she stepped into the hallway, the lights flickered — once, twice — as if something in the building’s wiring pulsed with a rhythm she recognized too well.

A rhythm like a swarm.

She froze.

Listened.

The hum rose.

Soft.

Low-frequency.

Familiar.

She backed toward the stairwell.

The hum stopped.

Silence.

She exhaled, shaky, and forced herself down the stairs, out the door, into the morning heat.

But as she reached her car, she saw it:

A thin spiral of bubbles rising from the storm drain beside the curb.

Moving against the flow.

Her keys slipped from her hand.

She whispered, “How did they get here?”

The bubbles popped.

The drain went still.

And something in the dark below clicked its teeth.
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CHAPTER 2 — THE REDWATER FILE
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Holt drove back to the station with the capsule in his pocket.

He kept touching it.

Checking its weight.

Making sure it was real.

The morning sun cut through the windshield in hard, white bars. The kind of light that exposes everything — dust, fingerprints, lies.

He didn’t turn on the radio.

He didn’t want noise.

He wanted the silence to tell him what he already feared.

The Redwater File wasn’t closed.

It had never been closed.

He parked behind the station, walked through the back door, and headed straight for the evidence room. The deputy on duty opened his mouth to ask a question, but Holt raised a hand.

“Not now.”

He unlocked the cabinet.

Pulled out a battered metal lockbox.

Set it on the table.

The deputy hovered.

“You still keep that thing?”

Holt didn’t answer.

He spun the combination.

Lifted the lid.

Inside lay a single folder, edges curled, label faded:

RW-01: INITIAL INCIDENT

He hadn’t opened it in three years.

He did now.

The first page was a photo: a fishing boat half-submerged, hull shredded, blood pooled in the bilge. The caption read:

Victim: Samuel Price. Cause of death: undetermined aquatic trauma.

Holt remembered the scene.

He remembered the smell.

He remembered the way the water had churned even after they pulled the body out.

He flipped the page.

A report from a federal liaison — name redacted — claiming the incident was “environmental.”

A second report contradicting the first.

A third report overriding both.

Then the directive:

LOCAL AUTHORITIES ARE TO CEASE INVESTIGATION.

FEDERAL TEAM WILL ASSUME CONTROL.

DO NOT RETAIN COPIES.

Holt had retained one anyway.

He turned to the last page.

A list of personnel assigned to the federal team.

Most names blacked out.

One wasn’t:

Dr. Mara Keaton — Lead Biologist

He closed the folder.

The deputy cleared his throat.

“Sheriff... you think this is the same thing?”

Holt didn’t look up.

“I think it never stopped.”

The deputy swallowed.

“What do we tell the mayor?”

“Nothing yet.”

“And the press?”

“Less than nothing.”

Holt stood.

Pocketed the capsule again.

Walked out.

***
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Mara drove north on I-75, the highway shimmering in the heat.

Her hands gripped the wheel too tight.

Her breath came too fast.

She tried to slow it.

Failed.

The hum from the storm drain still echoed in her skull — low, pulsing, familiar in the worst possible way.

She replayed the old lab footage in her mind:

The tank.

The vibration.

The sudden bloom of movement beneath the surface.

She had warned them.

She had begged them to shut it down.

They hadn’t listened.

She exited toward Redwater County.

The trees thickened.

The air grew heavy.

Her phone buzzed.

A voicemail from Holt.

She played it.

“Mara. Call me when you’re close. And... bring everything. All of it. We’re past the point of pretending.”
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