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Chapter One
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The lake was too still.

Not calm—still.

Reece Callahan stood in the middle of the canoe, boots planted wide, rifle to his shoulder. The water lay flat as glass, no ripple, no wind, no sound but his own breath.

A buck stood at the far edge of the timber.

Big animal. Clean rack. Close enough.

Reece sighted along the barrel.

His finger took the slack.

Then stopped.

Something wasn’t right.

He eased the hammer down and lowered the rifle a fraction, listening.

Nothing.

No birds.

No insects.

No wind in the pines.

Even the canoe made no sound against the water. It just rested there, like it had settled into something deeper than a lake.

Reece shifted his weight.

The canoe rocked once.

The sound should’ve carried.

It didn’t.

“That ain’t natural,” he said under his breath.

The buck didn’t move.

Didn’t flick an ear.

Didn’t stamp.

It just stood there, half-shadowed, staring in his direction like it had been waiting on him.

Reece raised the rifle again.

Forced his eye to the sight.

Held steady.

The animal’s head turned.

Slow.

Too slow.

And its eyes—

Even at that distance, something in them felt wrong. Flat. Empty. Like glass set into bone.

Reece lowered the rifle.

“Not worth it,” he muttered.

He reached for the paddle instead.

The wood dipped into the water.

No sound.

Not even a whisper.

Reece’s jaw tightened.

He pulled once.

The canoe slid forward smooth as oil.

Twice.

Still nothing.

Water always makes a sound.

Always.

He didn’t look back at the deer.

Didn’t want to see if it was still there.

He just kept paddling.

Slow.

Careful.

Like a man moving through something that might break if he pressed too hard.

Halfway across the lake, he stopped.

Not by choice.

Something caught his attention.

Out in the open water.

A ripple.

Small.

Tight.

Spreading in a perfect circle.

Reece turned his head.

“Fish,” he said.

But he didn’t believe it.

The circle widened.

Then stopped.

Just like that.

No follow. No second movement.

The lake went still again.

Reece felt it then.

That old pull in his gut.

The one that had kept him alive through bad men and worse nights.

He wasn’t alone.

He lifted the rifle again.

Turned slow.

Shoreline.

Trees.

Rocks.

Shadow.

Nothing moved.

Nothing showed.

But the feeling held.

Stronger now.

Closer.

Reece swallowed.

“I’ll take my leave,” he said quietly.

He dipped the paddle again.

This time—

The water answered.

A faint sound.

Soft.

Real.

Relief touched him, just a little.

He pulled again.

The canoe picked up speed.

Behind him—

A sound.

Not water.

Not wind.

Something else.

Reece froze.

Listened.

It came again.

Faint.

Dragging.

Like something just beneath the surface.

He didn’t turn.

Didn’t look.

Every instinct told him not to.

Instead, he drove the paddle harder.

Once.

Twice.

The canoe cut forward.

The far shore drew closer, trees rising up out of the haze.

Reece kept his eyes on it.

Fixed.

Steady.

Behind him—

The water shifted.

Not a ripple.

Not a splash.

A movement.

Heavy.

Closing.

Reece’s grip tightened on the paddle.

He didn’t run.

Didn’t panic.

But he didn’t slow either.

Because the longer he stayed out there—

On that still, silent water—

The more certain he became of one thing.

He hadn’t come out to hunt.

Something had been waiting.

And now—

It was moving.
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Chapter Two
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Reece didn’t stop paddling until the bow of the canoe scraped bottom.
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