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  1
  ARRIVAL
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The Thing in the Water


The supply boat growled like a chained dog as it clawed through the chop. Kate Morrison stood at the rail, watching the gray water churn and spit. Spray lashed her face, cold and briny, but she didn’t step back. Behind her, Captain Bill Morrison, her uncle, though he insisted she just call him Bill, fought the wheel with hands as thick and scarred as driftwood. 
“You sure about this?” he shouted over the engine’s racket.
Kate turned just enough to see him, her ponytail snapping in the wind. “About coming here? Absolutely.”
“Dead Reef isn’t a name people give a place because it’s full of sunshine and good fishing.”
“It’s a coral atoll with unique benthic life.” She kept her voice level. “And I’m here to study it, not marry it.”
Bill snorted. “You sound just like your dad. Always thought science could talk sense into the ocean. But out here…” His gaze flicked to the horizon, where the mist clung like cobwebs, stubborn and heavy. “Out here, the ocean doesn’t talk back. It swallows.”
Kate smiled faintly. “Duly noted, Captain Ahab.”
Bill didn’t smile. “Locals say the reef takes things. Fish. Boats. People. And sometimes it gives ‘em back… wrong.”
Kate’s smile faltered. “You don’t actually believe that.”
His silence was answer enough.
Kate raised her eyebrows, thinking he couldn’t be serious. Why would a reef be so weird and deadly? 
She turned back to the water, annoyed at the chill prickling her arms under her jacket, but it wasn’t the wind causing it. It was Bill’s story. When she realized it, she rubbed her arms.  You’re a rational adult. Marine biologist. Thirty-two years old. Too old to get spooked by campfire stories.
The research station appeared out of fog like a carcass rising from the sea. The low, barnacle-encrusted buildings were perched on a narrow spit of rock. Beyond them, Dead Reef itself jutted in jagged teeth from the water, black even in daylight. And further still, a lighthouse towered over it all, its windows dead and dark.
Looks creepy, Kate thought.
“Home sweet home,” Bill muttered.
“Cheery little place.”
He cut the engine and nosed the boat up to a rotting dock. The wood groaned under her boots as she hopped off.
“Watch yourself, Katie-girl,” Bill said, leaning on the rail. “This place will get under your skin if you let it.”
“I’ll keep my skin on, thanks.” She hoisted her pack, hopped on the dock, and headed toward the buildings. She was eager to meet his coworker, Dr. James Reilly, a marine geologist studying the reef's unique formations. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Dr. Reilly greeted her at the door to the main lab. He was tall, spare, and looked like he hadn’t seen sunlight or a good night’s sleep in years. His handshake was clammy, and his hand was cold.
“Kate Morrison,” he said, like he was tasting the name. “Welcome to Dead Reef Research Station. You’re later than expected.”
“Fog slowed us down,” Kate said. “But I’m here now.”
“Yes,” he murmured, gaze slipping past her to the water. “Here you are.”
He showed her around with brisk efficiency. 
The station wasn’t much—three cramped labs, a galley where coffee simmered perpetually on the burner, leaving a stale, bitter aroma in the air, and a row of small dorm rooms in the last building, their air faintly sour with mildew.
“Don’t mind the sounds at night,” Reilly said as he led her across the uneven planks of the walkway. “The wind makes this place creak like an old ship. And the currents… sometimes they make the dock chains sing.”
“Chains don’t sing,” Kate said flatly, shifting her duffel higher on her shoulder.
“They do here.” 
She glanced at him, expecting a grin or some flicker of humor. Instead, his face was unreadable, his eyes fixed on the mist-choked horizon. He wasn’t joking.
"We don’t have many people stationed here,” Reilly continued as they stepped out of the lab’s heavy door. The salt air rolled in thicker now, carrying the faint tang of something metallic beneath it. “You’ll meet our lighthouse keeper soon. Emma Dalton. Her family’s been keeping that light burning for four generations. She knows more about this reef’s history than she admits.”
Kate’s eyes drifted to the looming silhouette of the lighthouse in the distance. Its dim beacon swept lazily across the churning water, barely piercing the fog.
“I’m looking forward to meeting her,” she said absently, almost to herself.
“Your research assistant, Sarah Chen, arrives tomorrow on the supply boat,” Reilly added.
“Good. It’ll be nice to have a familiar face on the team.”

      [image: image-placeholder]“Not much of a tour,” Reilly said with a wry twist of his mouth. “This building houses the lab and galley.” He nodded toward a squat, weather-beaten structure with peeling paint. “Your room’s unlocked—it’s the first on the right.”
Then he pointed toward a smaller building at the edge of the compound. “That’s our cold storage. Bigger freezers and walk-ins—useful when the lab freezers overflow.” His gaze returned to Kate. “We usually eat at eight. Join us if you’re hungry. We don’t have many visitors or researchers, so we keep that schedule for everyone who is staying here.”
“I grabbed a bite with my uncle before the boat dropped me off, so I’m good,” she said with a faint smile.
“Suit yourself.” He shrugged. “Nothing else to see here except the sea. Welcome to Dead Reef.”
“Thanks. I’ll drop my bag and settle in for the night,” Kate said.
She stepped out into the heavy mist, boots crunching over damp gravel. The air felt thick, pressing close around her as the quiet settled in, and it was broken only by the distant slap of waves against the pier and the hollow clang of something metallic swaying in the wind.
The research station felt less like a home and more like a fragile outpost clinging to the edge of a hungry world.
Halfway to her room, Kate stopped.
Something shimmered at the edge of the reef.
Faint bluish-green lights pulsed beneath the black water, like veins glowing through pale skin. At first, she thought it was plankton or maybe bioluminescent coral reacting to the shifting tide. But the way the lights moved, they weren’t random. They seemed to snake across the reef’s surface in branching patterns, coiling and curling back on themselves like… like they were searching for something.
The hair on her arms lifted.
A chill rolled through her as she forced herself to keep walking, telling herself she was just tired. Just seeing things.
Still, she didn’t look back.
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EMMA
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The Lighthouse Keeper


As the night folded over Dead Reef like a velvet shroud, Emma Dalton stepped out of the lighthouse. The steady beam of light swept methodically over the restless sea, cutting through the dense fog and catching flecks of phosphorescent shimmer on the waves. 
Her eyes narrowed, tracing the faint red gleam that stained the water’s surface—an ominous glow that had become almost daily now. The locals called it the blood tide. Emma didn’t understand what it was, but she knew what it meant: danger.
Dead Reef—the name wasn’t just superstition.
Too many lives lost, too many boats swallowed whole. Too many families left waiting on the shore.
Emma’s shoulders tensed as she recalled the warnings passed down through generations of Daltons who had kept this lighthouse alive and burning.
“Keep out of the water. It’s dangerous.”
“Red in the water—seafarer’s warning.”
She had tried to shield herself from the weight of these half-truths, these riddles whispered in the dark. But now, with the red tide rising, the secrets pressed in on her like the crashing waves.
The lighthouse was more than a beacon: It was a sentinel, a watcher
A flicker of movement caught her eye.
Down the dock, a woman stepped out of the building.  
Emma’s gaze sharpened.
The new researcher, Kate Morrison. Reilly mentioned she would come, and also her assistant, Sarah Chen. They have no idea what they will face here. This is not anything like they’ve seen before.
The keeper of secrets sighed, a breath lost to the sea wind.
She hoped Kate Morrison was ready for what awaited beneath Dead Reef’s haunted surface.
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KATE
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Kate could not sleep in the new place. She found herself restless, wandering the narrow path between the station and the cliff edge. It was dark, but she was able to see her way thanks to the lighthouse’s light and the lights from the building behind her.  
The lighthouse loomed above, a black finger pointing at a dark sky.
Kate stared at it, and then her gaze went to a lonely figure standing on the cliff. 
She squinted her eyes to see who it was.
A woman, slender, with wind-tossed hair and a long coat that snapped around her legs. She didn’t move, didn’t wave, didn’t even seem to breathe.
Kate raised a hand. “Hello?”
The figure turned slowly, like a puppet with tangled strings, and slipped behind the lighthouse wall. 
Gone.
Kate’s stomach tightened. Probably Emma Dalton, the lighthouse’s caretaker. Reilly had mentioned her in passing.
Still, she couldn’t shake the image of that unmoving silhouette.
Kate headed back, but something in the water caught her eye.
At first, she thought it was moonlight. But there was no moon tonight.
Pale blue light curled under the surface, pulsing like a heartbeat. 
Tendrils of it snaked through the dark water, twisting and coiling in deliberate patterns too organized for plankton blooms.
Kate froze.
The glow deepened, spread, then vanished as if whatever caused it had sunk back into the abyss.
She told herself she wasn’t unsettled. It was probably Pyrocystis Lunula or some other bioluminescent Dinoflagellate. It could also be iron deposits under the water being released, or some dye or pollution beneath the water… maybe a ship sank a long time ago and was now releasing its deadly cargo. 
 When she turned toward the station, she could’ve sworn she heard it.
A faint humming, low and mournful, rose from the water below.
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  FIRST CONTACT
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The morning came in shades of pewter and slate, the kind of cold, colorless light that made the sea look thick and dead. The research station groaned as the wind pressed against its battered siding, loose gutters rattling like hollow bones in the gale. 
Kate Morrison hunched over a chipped mug of coffee that tasted faintly of metal and burnt grounds. Her hands wrapped around it for warmth, though it didn’t seem to help. She rubbed the lingering ache from her arms and checked her dive gear for the third time, her movements tight and mechanical.
The night had been long. Too long.
She’d dreamed of the water, dark and endless, with shiny, slimy tendrils wrapping her ankles, pulling her down into a trench where pale eyes blinked open in the blackness. She’d woken slick with sweat, her pulse hammering, certain she’d heard the sound of something scratching at her window in the wind.
And before that, just after sunset, she’d gone for a walk along the edge of the dock. That was when she saw it. 
The reef had seemed alive somehow, patches of faint green-blue light rippling across its surface in strange, undulating patterns. She’d chalked it up to bioluminescent plankton or coral polyps reacting to the shifting tide. The way the light moved—it wasn’t random. It seemed to flow with purpose, like veins pumping fluid through a vast, unseen body.
She hadn’t told O’Reilly. Or anyone.
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