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      The sea turtle lies belly-up on the shore, its shell cracked like a discarded dinner plate. Ria Durham kneels beside it, her gloved hands gentle as they turn the creature's head. Her throat tightens—the third one this week. The ocean gives up its dead with increasing frequency, and the pattern forming in her research notes makes her stomach twist with a certainty she wishes she could deny.

      "Same symptoms," she murmurs, voice lost in the persistent rush of waves against Harbor Point's northern shore.

      She photographs the discoloration around the turtle's eyes, the unusual lesions along its flippers. Her movements are precise, economical. The morning fog clings to her waterproof jacket, beading like tears on the fabric. Ria checks her watch—6:17 AM. Perfect timing. No curious beachcombers to interrupt her work.

      Behind her, the lighthouse stands sentinel on the cliff, its beam now dormant in the strengthening dawn. She'd arrived when the sky was still ink-black, driven by the text from a local fisherman who'd spotted the carcass during his early rounds. It's becoming routine, these dawn examinations. Her phone holds dozens of similar messages from the past month.

      Ria reaches for her kit and extracts a small scalpel. The blade catches the first glint of sunlight as she takes tissue samples, depositing each in sterile containers marked with location coordinates and time stamps. Her hands don't shake—they never do during fieldwork—but her mind races ahead, cataloging possibilities, probabilities, patterns.

      She remembers the first indication something was wrong—three weeks ago, when starfish began washing ashore by the dozens, their bodies twisted and deformed. Then came the gulls, dropping from their flight patterns to land hard on the sand, wings splayed at unnatural angles. Now, larger marine life. The progression follows the food chain with mathematical precision.

      "This isn't natural," she says to the empty beach. The words hang in the air, gaining weight as they're spoken.

      She glances up at the Harbor Point Marine Research Center perched on the hillside half a mile away. Its windows gleam in the morning light, modern and clean against the town's weathered charm. She'd come here for the position ten months ago, expecting quiet research and routine conservation work. Not this. Not an ecosystem sending up desperate flares.

      The compass pendant at her throat—her grandfather's, worn smooth by decades of touch—feels suddenly heavy. He'd taught her that stewardship wasn't passive observation but active protection. "The ocean speaks," he'd say, weathered finger pointing toward the horizon. "Our job is to listen and translate."

      Ria stands, knees protesting after an hour crouched on wet sand. She steps back to snap one final full-body photo of the turtle, then begins packing her equipment. The systematic method helps calm her tumbling thoughts. Each item has its place, each sample its purpose. Her grandfather's approach to science lives on in her orderly mind.

      A jogger appears in the distance, the day's first human intrusion. Ria quickens her movements. The research center's marine wildlife response team will arrive soon to collect the carcass, but she needs her samples processed before they're compromised. Before anyone can question why Harbor Point's newest marine biologist is collecting specimens outside official protocols.

      Three days ago, she'd presented her preliminary findings to Dr. Leighton, the center's director. His response still burns in her memory.

      "Statistically insignificant data points," he'd said, barely glancing at her carefully compiled report. "Natural population fluctuations. We need months, perhaps years of observation before drawing conclusions."

      His dismissal had the practiced ease of someone accustomed to redirecting uncomfortable questions. Ria had left his office with her folder of evidence and a creeping suspicion that she wasn't meant to find answers.

      She secures the last sample container and zips her bag closed. The sun now sits fully above the horizon, burning through patches of fog. Harbor Point awakens—lights flicker on in houses dotting the cliffs, a fishing boat pushes out from the harbor. The town looks postcard-perfect from here, unaware of the crisis unfolding beneath its picturesque waves.

      Ria pulls out her phone and scrolls through images from previous discoveries—the accumulated evidence forming a map she can't yet read but senses is important. Whatever's happening isn't confined to one species or one location. It spreads outward from somewhere, like ripples from a stone dropped in still water.

      Her thumb hovers over Dr. Leighton's contact. Protocol demands she report this latest finding immediately. Instead, she tucks the phone away. The research center's strange reluctance to investigate demands a different approach.

      Ria's green eyes narrow as she looks south, past the harbor toward the industrial complex that sits just beyond the town limits. Massive storage tanks rise from behind privacy fences, smokestacks punctuating the skyline. Harbor Point Chemical. The company's logo decorates half the town's businesses—sponsors of the summer festival, the little league team, the hospital's new wing.

      She draws a line in her mind from the chemical plant to the ocean, tracing possible discharge points, currents, contamination patterns. Her training in marine ecosystem health screams warning signals she can no longer ignore.

      "I need more evidence," she whispers.

      The turtle before her deserves more than becoming another statistic in a file marked "natural causes." Whatever—or whoever—is killing Harbor Point's marine life needs to be identified. Stopped.

      Ria shoulders her pack and begins the hike back to her car. Her footprints leave temporary marks in the wet sand, soon to be erased by the incoming tide. But the evidence she carries will remain. Will accumulate. Will eventually form a case too strong to dismiss.

      She pauses at the beach access stairs, looking back at the turtle. A silent prayer forms in her mind—not sophisticated theology, but the simple conviction that these creatures deserve protection. That the ocean her grandfather taught her to love shouldn't be poisoned without consequence.

      In her small apartment overlooking the bay, she has converted the spare bedroom into an impromptu lab. Microscope borrowed from the community college where she guest lectures. Testing kits purchased with her own money. A wall map marked with pushpins indicating each discovery site.

      Tonight, she'll add more data points. Run more tests. Push further beyond what her official position at the research center permits.

      The jogger approaches, and Ria nods a brief acknowledgment before climbing the wooden stairs. The day unfolds around her—Harbor Point coming to life, unaware that beneath its scenic waters, something is terribly wrong.

      Ria starts her car, glancing at the sample containers secured in her passenger seat. She won't go directly to the research center. Not yet. Her grandfather's voice echoes in her memory: "Truth doesn't always travel the official channels, Ria. Sometimes it needs advocates willing to find the back roads."

      Her resolve hardens as she pulls onto the coastal highway. Whatever's happening in Harbor Point's waters, she will uncover it. Document it. Stop it. Even if it means challenging powers she doesn't yet understand.

      The compass around her neck points true north, steady and unwavering. Ria sets her course and drives.
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      Dale Guerra spots the woman long before she sees him. Old habits. He remains motionless on the park service trail, clipboard forgotten in his calloused hand, watching her determined approach through the pines. Harbor Point State Park gets its share of hikers, but few wear pressed khakis and carry research folders at seven in the morning. Fewer still head directly for park staff with such obvious purpose. He shifts his weight, the movement nearly silent. Something about her reminds him of officers on mission briefings—focused, intense, carrying information nobody wants to hear.

      She stops at the trail junction, scanning. Her short brown hair catches morning light, practical and no-nonsense like the rest of her. Dale considers melting back into the trees—his morning routine includes minimal human interaction by design—but duty wins out over preference. He steps forward.

      "Park's just opening." His voice comes out rusty, unused since yesterday's brief radio check with headquarters.

      The woman turns, not startled but alert. "Ranger Guerra?"

      Dale nods once, economy of movement. Her eyes—green, assessing—move over his uniform, his face, the scar above his right eyebrow, before settling on his nameplate.

      "I'm Dr. Ria Durham. Marine biologist with Harbor Point Research Center." She doesn't offer her hand. Good. "I need your help."

      Four words Dale has learned to distrust. They've preceded most complications in his life. He studies her without responding, the silence stretching. Most people fill silences. Uncomfortable with the void. This woman doesn't.

      "Trail information is posted at the visitor center," he finally says. "Opens at eight."

      "I'm not here about trails." She gestures toward the eastern boundary of the park, where forest meets coastline. "I'm here about what's happening in our water."

      Dale follows her gesture. The morning fog still clings to the shore, but beyond it, the ocean stretches gray-blue toward the horizon. His sanctuary. Five years in this post, and the view hasn't diminished. Some mornings, it's the only thing that gets him out of bed.

      "Environmental concerns should go through⁠—"

      "I've tried official channels." She cuts him off, tone clipped. "They're not listening. Meanwhile, marine life is dying at unprecedented rates."

      Dale returns his attention to her face. No hysterics. No environmental activist zeal. Just hard facts delivered with professional concern. Something in her expression—determination, perhaps—makes him listen despite himself.

      "Why me?" The question is direct. Two words where others might use twenty.

      "Your jurisdiction includes three miles of coastline. You know this area better than anyone. And—" She hesitates. "People say you notice things others miss."

      Unspoken: People also say you keep to yourself. Work alone. Prefer trees to town meetings. All true.

      Dale checks his watch. His morning patrol route still awaits—a solitary trek through the eastern ridges to check trail conditions after yesterday's rain. A routine he values for its predictability and solitude. This woman threatens both.

      "What exactly are you looking for, Dr. Durham?"

      "Ria." She shifts her folder to her other arm. "I'm tracking unusual mortality patterns in local marine species. Something's killing them. Something that doesn't leave obvious traces but follows distinct patterns."

      Dale's interest stirs despite his reluctance. The ecosystem is interconnected—what affects the ocean eventually reaches the forest. His forest.

      "Show me."

      She blinks, perhaps surprised by his sudden cooperation. Without comment, she opens her folder and extends several photographs. Dale doesn't take them but leans closer, examining each one with methodical attention. Dead starfish, twisted unnaturally. Seabirds with discolored beaks. A sea turtle, its shell intact but body apparently failing from within.

      "No physical trauma," he observes.

      "No. Toxicity indicators. But not from any common pollutant. I've run preliminary tests. Nothing matches known profiles." She flips to a map of the coastline. Red pins mark discovery locations. "The pattern spreads outward from here." Her finger taps a spot near the southern edge of his jurisdiction.

      Dale knows the location. A secluded inlet, difficult to access except at low tide. Not on any tourist maps. Few visitors. Ideal for someone wanting to avoid attention.

      "When?"

      "Deaths began approximately four weeks ago. Frequency increasing. Latest specimen found yesterday morning."

      Dale feels the familiar weight settle between his shoulder blades. The same weight he carried on patrol in places his mind still visits in nightmares. Warning signals. Something isn't right. The back of his neck prickles.

      "I monitor wildlife through my sector," he says, words measured. "Haven't noticed unusual mortality in land animals or birds."

      "It's working its way up the food chain," she says. "Starting with marine invertebrates, now affecting larger species. Whatever it is, it's in the water. But not staying there."

      Dale takes a step back, reclaiming his space. This isn't his problem. His job is maintaining trails, enforcing regulations, ensuring visitor safety. Not investigating environmental mysteries. Not partnering with intense scientists with folders full of death.

      Yet.

      The forest has been his salvation. After what happened overseas, after losing his squad, nature provided the only peace he could find. Clean air. Simple purposes. Minimal human complications. Now this woman suggests something threatens that hard-won sanctuary.

      "The research center isn't investigating?" He already suspects the answer.

      "They're..." She chooses her words carefully. "Not prioritizing it. There are political considerations."

      Dale understands unspoken truths. In the military, in government—some things remain unsaid but understood. Harbor Point Chemical employs half the town. Sponsors the research center. Controls the local economy.

      "I patrol the south shore this afternoon." The words emerge before he's fully decided. "Low tide's at three."

      Relief flashes across her face—quickly controlled, but he catches it. She's been carrying this alone.

      "I'll meet you there." She pulls out a business card, offers it. "My cell number. In case you notice anything before then."

      Dale accepts the card with a nod, tucking it into his breast pocket without looking at it. He gestures up the trail. "Park entrance is that way. Half mile."

      She doesn't move. "There's more." Her voice lowers. "Two nights ago, I saw lights. That same inlet. Around midnight. Thought it might be teenagers at first, but..." She shakes her head. "Too organized. Too careful."

      Dale's instincts sharpen. "Report it to police?"

      "With what evidence? Distant lights? I need more before involving authorities." She meets his gaze directly. "That's why I need someone who knows the terrain. Someone who can move quietly."

      The implication hangs between them. She's done her research on him too.

      "Three o'clock," he repeats, ending the conversation.

      This time she accepts the dismissal, turning to leave. After a few steps, she pauses. "Thank you, Ranger Guerra."

      Dale doesn't respond, already refocusing on his clipboard, on his interrupted routine. But his mind races ahead to the southern shoreline, mapping routes, considering vantage points. Old skills awakening.
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        * * *

      

      The afternoon sun fights through persistent cloud cover, casting muted light across the exposed tidal flats. Dale arrives at the inlet twenty minutes early, using the time to survey the approach from the forest side. The spot where land meets water feels like a boundary between worlds—his green domain yielding to Ria Durham's blue one.

      He spots her silhouette against the gray sand, already working. Her movements are precise as she collects samples from tide pools, labels containers, makes notes. Like him, she arrived early. Like him, she works with quiet efficiency.

      Dale approaches without announcing himself, but she glances up before he's within twenty feet. Awareness of surroundings. He notes this.

      "Ranger."

      "Dr. Durham."

      The formality establishes comfortable distance. Better this way. Professional. Focused on
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