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Prologue — The Abyss Beckons

The ocean stretched forever beneath a moonless sky, black and silent, as though the world itself were holding its breath. No gulls cried above the surf, no ships dotted the horizon. Only the endless churn of water, shifting in the dark.

Beneath the surface, the water grew colder, heavier, oppressive. Something stirred in the depths. A vibration, so faint it could almost be mistaken for the hum of blood in one’s ears, trembled through the current. To those who dared listen, it sounded like a voice, ancient and patient, calling from below.

The Abyssal Ones.

A shadow moved beneath the water—vast, deliberate, impossibly large. It slid away before the mind could grasp its scale, leaving only the slow ripple of disturbed waves.

Onshore, a coastal town slept uneasily. Houses clung to the cliffs as though afraid of slipping into the sea. Lights flickered in curtained windows. A wind rattled shutters, whispering like a warning through the narrow streets. The people of the town sensed something was wrong, though none dared name it aloud.

Inside one home, a family gathered at the dinner table. The father bowed his head in silence, the mother forced a smile that did not reach her eyes. Their son picked listlessly at his food, while the dog lay stiff and alert by the door. Suddenly, the animal rose, a low growl rumbling in its throat. Hackles bristled. It stared at the door as though some unseen thing waited beyond.

The boy looked up, his fork pausing mid-air. The door creaked.

But no one was there.

First, it was only the children. They began to vanish, one by one. No screams. No broken windows. No footprints but their own, leading down the sand toward the waiting tide.

On the beach, a mother ran, clutching a flashlight that cut a trembling beam across the moonlit dunes. She found footprints, large and wet, leading into the surf. Her heart hammered.

“Daniel!” she cried.

A faint voice answered, muffled, distorted—like it came from beneath the waves.
Mom... help me...
Her throat closed. It was her son’s voice—but wrong, stretched and warped. She stepped closer to the shore. The beam of her flashlight wavered.

From the water, something rose. Long, black tendrils broke the surface, slick with seawater, writhing like the arms of some great beast. A child’s face surfaced among them, pale and hollow-eyed, lips moving though no breath escaped.

“Mom... please...”

She screamed as the tide surged forward. Then the night swallowed her cry.

The ocean kept its secrets. But not for long.
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Chapter One – Shadows Over the Water
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THE AIRFIELD WAS QUIET except for the growl of the helicopter’s engines and the whip of rotor blades cutting the humid night air. Beyond the tarmac, the horizon stretched into endless darkness, where the sea devoured the last traces of light. The mission had been briefed a dozen times, but now that they were here—bags packed, weapons checked, adrenaline running thin—the words carried weight in a way they hadn’t inside four sterile walls.

Captain Jack Hollis stood apart from his squad, helmet tucked under one arm. He watched the black water shimmer faintly in the distance, moonlight fractured into restless shards. A storm brewed out there; he could feel it pressing against his chest. Not thunder, not rain—something heavier.

Behind him, Turner fumbled with his straps again. “Damn thing never fits right,” the young private muttered, tugging at the webbing across his chest. His voice cracked against the hum of machinery.

“You say that every mission,” Davis replied without looking up, his tone clipped, his hands methodical as he inspected his rifle for the third time. He was the squad’s oldest, a sergeant whose patience had long ago worn down to sandpaper. “And every mission, it fits just fine once we’re halfway in.”

Turner shot him a scowl. “Maybe I like breathing.”

“Maybe you should’ve thought about that before signing up.”

“Enough,” Jack said without turning. His voice was calm but final, and it cut through their bickering with ease. They quieted. He adjusted his grip on the helmet, the metal rim cold against his palm.

Riley approached from the shadows of the hangar, her steps measured, her uniform immaculate. The glow from the floodlights etched sharp lines across her face. Where Turner was all nervous energy and Davis was carved from stone, Riley was a blade—precise, focused, with edges honed by discipline. She joined Jack’s side without a word, her gaze following his toward the horizon.

“You feel it too,” she said softly.

Jack didn’t answer immediately. He didn’t need to. The weight pressing down on the airfield wasn’t nerves. It wasn’t anticipation. It was something colder, older. Like the sea had leaned closer to listen.

“Yeah,” he finally said. “I feel it.”

Morales jogged up last, tablet tucked under one arm, headset slipping slightly as he tried to balance his load. “Still nothing,” he announced, frustration bleeding through his accent. “No comms, no uplink, no GPS. I’ve tried four different frequencies, and it’s like...” He gestured helplessly toward the ocean. “Like the air itself is jamming us.”

“Local interference?” Riley asked.

Morales shook his head. “No towers, no signals. This isn’t tech—it’s like the whole region is wrapped in... in static.”

Turner muttered, “That’s comforting.”

Jack finally turned to face them, lifting his helmet. “We know the mission. We don’t need satellites to walk a town. We get in, we make contact, we bring back answers.” His eyes swept over each of them, holding their gazes one at a time. “Stay sharp. Stay together. We’ll adapt.”

They nodded, some more confident than others.

The rotors picked up speed, the blades chopping the night. Jack led the way, climbing into the helicopter’s belly. The others followed, settling into their harnesses, rifles across their laps. The interior smelled of fuel and metal, vibrations thrumming through their boots as the pilot gave a thumbs-up.

The bird lifted, the ground falling away.

Through the open side door, the coastline stretched below—a jagged edge where land met black water. The town lay ahead, unseen yet felt, like a presence waiting in the dark.

They flew low over the waves, the roar of the engines muffled by headsets. Conversation drifted, fragmented by static.

Turner leaned close to Morales. “What do you think’s out there?”

Morales didn’t look up from his tablet, though the screen was dead. “Not my job to guess.”

“C’mon, man. Missing kids? Whole town off the map? You gotta have a theory.”

“Yeah,” Davis cut in, his tone dry. “My theory is shut up and do your job.”

Turner rolled his eyes but said nothing more.

Jack sat opposite them, watching his squad as much as the sea. Every detail mattered—how Turner’s leg bounced restlessly, how Davis’s jaw clenched each time the helicopter jolted, how Morales’s fingers tapped against dead glass, how Riley’s eyes stayed fixed out the window as though daring the dark to blink first. They were professionals, every one of them, but the cracks showed when silence pressed too hard.

Jack knew those cracks well. He’d carried his own across too many missions. Cracks that never quite healed, just layered over with steel until they rang hollow.

Riley’s voice broke the hum. “What if it’s not the kids we should be worried about?”

They looked at her. She didn’t flinch under their stares. Her gaze remained locked on the horizon, where the ocean rippled like a living thing.

“What do you mean?” Turner asked, uneasy.

She turned her head then, eyes catching the red glow of the cabin lights. “I mean towns don’t just go dark. Not like this. Something shut them down.”

The words lingered, heavy.

Jack spoke before the silence could strangle them. “Speculation doesn’t help. We deal with what’s in front of us.”

But even as he said it, his stomach twisted.

The pilot’s voice crackled through the headset. “Two minutes out.”

The coastline sharpened into view. Cliffs rose jagged against the sea, their tops crowned by dark pines. The town clung to the edge like a barnacle, its streets a faint grid beneath scattered lamps. But most of the lights were out. Darkness ruled the harbor.

Jack leaned closer to the open door, wind whipping at his face. The buildings were intact, but they looked... empty. Hollow shells. No movement. No vehicles on the roads. No smoke from chimneys.

A place built for life, stripped of it.

The helicopter swung wide, circling once before descending toward a flat stretch of cracked pavement near the water—an abandoned lot that might once have served as a dockyard. The skids touched down with a jolt.

“Go!” Jack barked.

They spilled out, boots striking pavement, forming a perimeter as the helicopter’s engines whined down. The bird lifted again almost immediately, banking away toward the sea. Extraction would come later. For now, they were alone.

The silence of the town pressed close. The air was heavy with salt, the faint smell of fish long rotted. The ocean lapped against the shore, but even that sound felt muted, smothered beneath something unseen.

Turner swallowed hard. “Feels like we just stepped into a grave.”

Jack adjusted his grip on his rifle, eyes sweeping the shadowed streets. “Then keep your voices down.”

They advanced together, five soldiers moving as one, into the sleeping town.

The first street they entered was narrow, lined with small houses that leaned inward as though conspiring over the pavement. Paint peeled from their siding, windows gaped dark and uncurtained, porches sagged under years of salt air. Each house looked occupied at a glance—but only just. Too neat to be abandoned, too empty to be lived in.

Morales lifted his tablet again, though the screen remained black. “Still nothing. Not even static anymore. Just... blank.”

“Check for local Wi-Fi,” Turner said, half joking, half desperate.

Morales shot him a flat look. “Even ghosts don’t use Wi-Fi.”

“Then what the hell are we doing here?” Turner muttered.

“Finding out,” Jack said. His voice carried no room for doubt, though it weighed heavy on his chest.

They pressed deeper. Their boots crunched over grit and scattered shells, carried inland by storms. Somewhere a shutter banged softly in the wind. Riley’s flashlight beam caught a mailbox with rusted letters: Fenton. She swept the beam across, revealing another: Miller. The names felt like whispers of a population that should have been here to answer them.

At the corner stood a diner, its neon sign dead, windows streaked with salt and dust. Turner’s stomach growled audibly. He gave a sheepish look when Davis raised a brow. “What? Could be supplies in there.”

Jack nodded once. “Check it. Quick.”

They approached the door, weapons raised. Jack eased it open, the hinges groaning. The smell hit them first: old grease, mildew, and something metallic underneath.

Tables stood neatly arranged, as though waiting for customers who never came. Menus lay on counters, pages warped with damp. Coffee cups sat in a rack behind the counter, one still with a faint ring of liquid dried at the bottom.

Riley’s flashlight passed over a jukebox against the wall. Its glass was cracked, but the selection labels were still visible—old songs, decades out of date. For a moment she almost imagined the hum of music, before the silence swallowed the thought.

Turner brushed crumbs off a stool, half nervous, half testing reality. “Looks like they just walked out. Like... middle of lunch rush and poof.”

Davis grunted. “Then where the hell are they now?”

No one answered.

Jack moved behind the counter. The register was still there, drawer open, bills scattered. He picked one up. The paper was soft with damp, but the ink still sharp. Not looted. Not abandoned.

Left.

Something creaked upstairs.

They froze, weapons up. Riley’s beam darted toward the stairwell at the back.

“Contact?” Davis whispered.

Jack raised a hand, signaling hold. He strained to listen. The creak came again, slow, deliberate. Weight on old boards.

Jack motioned, and they advanced as one.

The stairs groaned beneath their boots. The air upstairs was hotter, stale. Dust floated in their flashlight beams. A long hallway stretched ahead, lined with doors. Some open, some shut. The sound had come from the last one at the end.

Jack gestured: Riley left, Davis right, Turner with him. Morales covered their rear, tablet useless in his arms but rifle ready.

They advanced.

The last door was shut. Jack placed a hand on it. Wood warped with damp. He nodded once, then shoved it open.

The room was empty.

A bed sagged under a rotting mattress. A dresser leaned against the wall, drawers half open. Curtains hung limp over the window.

But the creak had been real.

Turner swept the flashlight low. His breath caught. “Oh, God...”

On the floor, etched deep into the wood, were scratches. Dozens of them. Words carved over and over until the floorboards splintered.

Don’t let it in.
Don’t let it in.
Don’t let it in.
The phrase filled the entire space, gouged into walls, bedframe, dresser. As though whoever had lived here had written it until their hands bled.

Riley’s face hardened, but her knuckles whitened on her rifle. Morales whispered a prayer in Spanish.

Turner backed into the hall. “Nope. No. Hell no.”

Jack scanned the carvings one more time, jaw tight, before motioning them out. “We’ve seen enough.”

They descended quickly, the air in the diner heavier than before, as though the words themselves lingered.

Back on the street, Turner exhaled hard, wiping sweat from his brow. “Okay, yeah. I vote we go home. Mission over.”

“Not how it works,” Davis snapped.

“It should be.”

“Shut it,” Jack ordered. He pointed deeper into town. “We keep moving. Square should be ahead.”

The further they walked, the stranger the town became. Signs of life without life itself. A tricycle lay on its side near a lamppost, one wheel spinning faintly in the wind. A laundry line sagged between two houses, shirts stiff with salt, sleeves swaying as if reaching.

Riley stopped suddenly, flashlight fixed ahead. “You see that?”

At the end of the street, a figure stood in shadow.

Human shape. Still. Watching.

Turner’s breath hitched. “Finally. Someone alive.”

“Hold,” Jack warned, lifting his rifle.

They inched forward. The figure didn’t move.

Then, as their lights swept across, they saw it was only a coat hanging from a broken lamppost. A fisherman’s slicker, yellow faded to gray, arms dangling.

Turner cursed, relief and frustration tangled in his voice. “This place is screwing with us.”

Jack didn’t answer. His gut told him the town wasn’t trying to confuse them. It was trying to see how far it could bend them before they broke.

They reached the square.

A fountain stood dry at its center, weeds sprouting from cracks. A bronze statue leaned over the basin, net cast into air. Around it rose buildings: the church, boarded and scarred; the library, windows shattered; the general store, its front door hanging askew.

And there, on the fountain’s edge, sat a man.

He hunched forward, elbows on knees, head bowed. His clothes were simple—mud-caked boots, threadbare flannel.

Turner’s eyes widened. “Holy shit. A civvie.”

“Wait,” Jack said, voice sharp. But Turner was already stepping forward.

The man raised his head.

His eyes were black.

The man’s eyes reflected the flashlights like oil, no whites, no pupils—just black, endless, swallowing the beams whole. His face was slack, but his lips twitched into a smile that didn’t belong.

Turner froze mid-step. His rifle wavered between up and down, caught between training and disbelief. “What... what the hell—”

“Back,” Jack snapped, pulling him by the vest. The squad fanned out instinctively, rifles trained.

The man rose slowly to his feet. His movements were deliberate, jerky, as if his joints remembered how to move only after hesitation. He opened his mouth, and what came out wasn’t a voice but a song.

A lullaby.

The same one they’d heard whispered through the trees.

The sound filled the square, soft, syrupy, dripping into every crack of silence. It made the hairs on Jack’s neck rise.

“Drop it!” Riley barked, weapon locked on target. “Hands where I can see them!”

The man didn’t comply. His arms hung loosely at his sides. His gaze swept across them, not focusing, just looking through.

Then he took a step forward.

“Don’t,” Davis warned.

The man smiled wider, cracked lips stretching too far, teeth yellowed and sharp at the edges. The lullaby grew louder.

Turner flinched, his breath hitching. His rifle dipped. Jack grabbed the barrel, shoving it back up. “Eyes front, private!”

The man shuddered once, like a puppet’s string had been yanked. His neck bent at a wrong angle, head tilting unnaturally far to one side. His jaw dropped, unhinged, and the lullaby stopped.

The silence was worse.

Then he screamed.

The sound was piercing, raw, tearing through the square. The windows of the library rattled. Pigeons burst from the church rafters, wings exploding into the night sky.

“Engage!” Jack barked.

The squad opened fire, muzzle flashes strobing against stone and glass. Bullets struck the man’s chest, his arms, his face. Black ichor sprayed across the fountain, hissing where it landed.

But he didn’t fall.

He staggered, limbs jerking with every impact, but he advanced, the scream turning into garbled laughter.

“Jesus Christ,” Turner shouted, firing wildly.

“Controlled bursts!” Davis snapped, his voice a whip in the chaos.

Riley’s shots were precise, each one hitting center mass, but the man barely slowed.

Jack aimed for the head. His bullet shattered the skull, spraying ichor and fragments across the square. The body convulsed, collapsing backward against the fountain.

The laughter choked off.

For a moment, only the ringing of shots remained, echoing against dead buildings.

Turner lowered his rifle, chest heaving. “What the fuck was that?”

“Not human,” Morales whispered. His hands shook as he lowered his weapon. “No human bleeds like that. No human keeps moving after—” He broke off, eyes wide. “Look!”

The ichor on the ground writhed. Black liquid snaked together, forming thin veins across the stone. They pulsed once, then vanished into cracks.

Turner stumbled back. “Oh, hell no.”

“Eyes open,” Jack ordered. His own pulse thundered, but his voice stayed level. “If one’s here, more are near.”

Riley approached the fountain cautiously, rifle ready. She nudged the body with her boot. It twitched once, then went still.

Her face tightened. “This isn’t just missing kids. Something’s infested the whole place.”

Davis growled low in his throat. “And command knew it. They sent us blind.”

“Speculation later,” Jack cut him off. “We clear the area, regroup, then decide next move.”

They swept the square methodically, clearing corners, checking doors. But each building felt wrong, the air inside stale, heavy, thick with unseen weight.

At the church, the doors were chained shut from the outside. The wood bore gouges, deep scratches that spoke of frantic escape—or frantic entrapment. Turner stared at the marks, swallowing hard. “Something was trying to get out.”

“Or something inside didn’t want them in,” Riley countered.

They moved to the library. Inside, books lay scattered across the floor, their pages torn into confetti. A mural on the far wall had been defaced, black paint dripping like blood. Words were scrawled in uneven letters:

The sea takes, the sea sings.

Turner shivered. “I hate reading.”

“Then stop,” Davis muttered.

Jack scanned the mural, unease crawling up his spine. The sea. Always the sea. It wasn’t coincidence.

“Captain.” Riley’s voice snapped his attention. She stood at the broken windows, eyes fixed on the alley behind the building.

Jack joined her.

A trail of wet footprints led away from the library. Bare feet. Small. Children’s.

The prints glistened faintly, though no water pooled nearby. They vanished into the dark between buildings.

Turner’s voice cracked. “Tell me those aren’t fresh.”

No one answered.

Jack adjusted his grip on his rifle. “We follow. Eyes sharp.”

They slipped into the alley, walls pressing tight, shadows thicker. The footprints led them deeper, twisting through turns until the town seemed to close around them.

Every corner brought another sign. A teddy bear, soaked and torn. A chalk drawing on the pavement, half washed away but still visible: a house, a family, and black waves swallowing them whole.

Morales muttered in Spanish, clutching his useless tablet like a talisman.

“Quiet,” Jack ordered.

At the end of the alley, the footprints stopped.

Not faded. Not smudged. Just stopped, as though the children had vanished mid-step.

Turner’s breathing grew ragged. “We need to leave. Now. This isn’t—this isn’t right.”

“Nothing about this place is right,” Riley said evenly.

Jack scanned the shadows. The air was colder here, his breath fogging faintly. He felt eyes on him. Watching. Waiting.

Then came the sound.

A whisper. Soft. Childlike. Right at his ear.

“Play with us.”

Jack spun, weapon raised. Nothing. Just shadows.

But Turner screamed.

Jack’s light snapped toward him. Turner clawed at his helmet, eyes wide, gasping. “It’s in my head—it’s in my head—”

Riley grabbed him, forcing his hands down. “Focus, private! You hear me? Focus!”

The whisper rippled through the alley, multiplied. Dozens of voices now, children’s laughter tangled with sobs.

The squad tightened formation, backs nearly touching. Lights darted across walls and windows, but nothing moved.

“Captain,” Morales whispered, his voice trembling. “We’re surrounded.”

Jack’s jaw locked. He steadied his breathing, forcing command into his veins. “Then hold the line.”

The whispers swelled, filling every crevice of the alley until the walls themselves seemed to breathe.

And then—silence.

The alley exhaled with silence so absolute it rang louder than the whispers had. Every member of the squad held still, weapons aimed at nothing, their own heartbeats pounding in their ears.

Then the knock came.

A sharp rap-rap-rap against the brick wall to their left. Not stone on stone, not echo—knuckles, too precise to be chance.

Jack swung his rifle toward the sound. “Visual!”

But the wall was bare, only graffiti scrawled in faded paint: Drown the song.

Before he could process it, the knock came again, this time from behind them. Three taps, slower, deliberate.

Turner let out a strangled noise. “They’re playing with us.”

“Steady,” Jack ordered, though his own skin prickled. He stepped forward carefully, scanning every crack of shadow.

The alley opened into a small courtyard hemmed in by crumbling buildings. A lamppost stood crooked at the center, its bulb shattered. Beneath it, half-buried in weeds, lay a child’s backpack.

Pink, faded, straps frayed.

Morales bent to pick it up. His fingers trembled as he unzipped it. Inside lay a jumble of crayons, a notebook warped with damp, and a stuffed rabbit missing one eye.

He held it up silently.

Turner swallowed hard. “This... this means they were here. Recently.”

“No,” Riley said flatly. Her eyes swept the shadows. “This means they never left.”

Before Turner could respond, the courtyard shuddered with another sound. Not a knock this time. A chant.

Low voices rose from unseen throats, a dozen at once, vibrating through the ground, through their bones. The words were in no language Jack knew, syllables drawn long and liquid, like waves crashing against stone.

Morales dropped the rabbit. His lips moved in prayer.

“Circle up,” Jack ordered. They pressed shoulder to shoulder, rifles outward. His pulse hammered, but his voice stayed steel. “Eyes open. No panic.”

The chant grew louder. The air thickened, cold as water, hard to breathe. Their lights flickered, beams shivering.

And then figures appeared.

At first Jack thought they were townsfolk, but as the shapes drew closer, the wrongness bled through. Their movements were too smooth, as if joints had loosened. Their eyes glistened with that same black sheen.

Half a dozen, emerging from alleys and doorways, surrounding the courtyard. Men, women, even a child no older than ten. All swaying to the chant.

Turner’s voice broke. “What do we do, Captain?”

Jack’s throat tightened. He didn’t want to kill what looked like children. But there was no humanity in those eyes.

“We hold,” he said, firm. “Controlled fire on my mark.”

The figures stepped closer. Their mouths opened, the chant spilling louder, vibrating the glass in nearby windows. The boy in front raised a hand, palm smeared with black ichor.

Jack gave the order. “Engage!”

Gunfire ripped through the courtyard. Muzzle flashes strobed, bullets tearing into the advancing figures. Ichor sprayed, sizzling against the pavement. One woman collapsed, twitching, her voice choking the chant before silencing. Another staggered, half her jaw gone, but still she lurched forward until Davis put three rounds through her chest.

The child didn’t flinch. He opened his mouth wider than a skull should allow, the chant pouring like tar. Turner hesitated, hands shaking on his trigger.

“Take the shot!” Riley barked.

“I—I can’t—”

Riley fired instead. The boy’s body jerked, ichor spraying. Turner’s scream of protest tangled with his horror.

Figures dropped one by one under the squad’s controlled fire, but not before the air thickened with the chant, pressing into their heads.

Jack felt it claw at his thoughts, digging, pulling. He saw flashes—waves taller than towers, children’s faces twisted in song, the abyss opening its maw beneath a blood-red moon.

“Stay with me!” he roared, forcing his voice through the pressure. “Stay sharp! Keep firing!”

And then silence crashed down again.

Bodies lay scattered across the courtyard, ichor pooling black and smoking. The chant was gone, cut off mid-verse.

The squad panted, rifles still aimed, ears ringing.

Turner sank to his knees, hands shaking. “We just... we just shot kids.”

Riley’s face was stone, but her voice carried steel. “No. We shot them. Whatever they are now, they’re not children.”

Davis reloaded with a snap. “We need to move before more come.”

Jack swept his gaze over the courtyard. The ichor pulsed faintly, threads snaking toward the drain at the center of the cracked stone. Already it was slipping away, retreating underground.

He didn’t know what that meant, but his gut told him the town was bleeding—and the ground itself carried the veins.

He forced his voice steady. “Regroup. We push deeper. Square’s compromised.”

Turner’s eyes were wide, glassy. “Deeper? After that? You’re insane.”

Jack grabbed him by the collar, pulling his face close. “You keep your head or I’ll keep it for you. Understood?”

Turner trembled, but he nodded.

Jack released him, scanning the shadows. “We move.”

They left the courtyard through the far side, silence pressing once more. Every window felt like an eye. Every doorway a mouth. The town had awakened, and it was watching.

The squad moved in formation, weapons ready, breaths shallow. Their footsteps echoed too loudly on the cracked pavement, though the streets were empty.

Jack couldn’t shake the feeling that the town itself breathed in rhythm with them.

They reached a long street that sloped down toward the harbor. The moonlight glimmered on the black water, though the waves were oddly still, as though the ocean waited too.

Morales broke the silence, his voice fragile. “Captain... if the town’s like this... if they’re all like this...”

Jack knew what he was asking. He didn’t answer. Not yet.

The wind shifted, carrying with it a faint sound. A laugh. Childlike. Floating across the rooftops.

Turner’s breath hitched. “No... no, not again.”

Jack lifted his rifle, jaw set. “Eyes sharp. We’re not done yet.”

The laugh echoed again, circling them, too high to track.

And from the harbor below, the church bell rang.

One deep, resonant toll.

No one moved.

The bell tolled again, louder, reverberating through their bones.

Jack’s pulse thundered. The sound carried weight, more than metal and air—it was a summons.

And in the distance, shapes stirred.

Dozens.

Rising from streets, from alleys, from the black water of the harbor itself.

The town was waking.

Jack’s voice was low, steady, iron-willed. “Form up. We hold until dawn if we have to.”

But in his gut, he knew dawn might never come.
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Chapter Two – The Silent Streets
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THE BELL’S ECHO STILL rolled through the town as they pressed deeper into the maze of narrow streets, rifles raised, boots pounding cracked pavement. Every toll was heavier than the last, as though the sound vibrated not just in air but in bone.

“Where the hell is it coming from?” Turner gasped, his breath ragged.

“The harbor,” Riley said tightly, scanning the rooftops. “Old bell tower. South side.”

“Then we go north,” Davis snapped. “Away from that noise.”

Jack motioned sharply. “No arguments. Stay tight. We move.”

The squad fell into a wedge, Riley and Davis flanking, Morales behind with Turner, Jack at the point. The streets narrowed, houses crowding in on either side. Their flashlights darted, beams slicing open fragments of the night.

Everywhere, the signs of life lingered without life itself.

A grocery store’s doors stood open, shopping carts scattered across the entrance as if abandoned mid-use. Shelves inside sagged under untouched boxes of cereal, canned goods still stacked in neat rows. A ceiling fan spun lazily above, though no power ran to the town.

Turner stared, wide-eyed. “Why’s nothing looted? Why’s it all... still here?”

“Because nobody left,” Riley answered, voice like ice.

The words hit heavier than gunfire.

Jack pushed them on. He felt the truth of it pressing in—the stillness wasn’t emptiness, but presence. The air itself carried weight, thick with unseen eyes.

The bell tolled again.

Morales flinched. “Every time it rings—feels closer.”

“It’s not closer,” Davis said, though his voice carried less certainty than usual. “It’s the same damn bell.”

Jack knew Davis was wrong. The sound wasn’t traveling. It was spreading. Every toll sank deeper, into walls, into ground, into marrow.

They turned another corner.

Ahead stretched a wide street lined with small shops—barber, pharmacy, hardware store. Signs creaked faintly in the night breeze. Windows yawned dark.

At the far end of the street stood another figure.

A woman this time, hair long and tangled, dress hanging loose around skeletal frame. She swayed slightly as if rocked by a tide.

Her head lifted. Black eyes gleamed.

Turner raised his rifle, panic twisting his face. “Not again. No, no—”

Jack shoved the barrel down. “Hold fire.”

The woman didn’t advance. She only swayed, her lips moving soundlessly.

Then more appeared.

From doorways, from alleys, from the shadows of windows. One by one, they stepped into the street, lining the sidewalks. Men, women, children. Silent, unmoving, staring.

Dozens.

Riley’s jaw tightened. “Shit.”

Turner’s voice cracked. “We’re surrounded.”

“Not yet,” Jack said. His eyes scanned quickly. The crowd wasn’t charging. Not attacking. Just watching. Waiting.

He motioned left, toward the hardware store. “Inside. Now.”

They moved fast, boots pounding, rifles up. Turner nearly tripped in his haste, Morales yanking him upright. They reached the door, Jack ramming his shoulder against it until the lock splintered.

They spilled inside.

The store smelled of dust and rust, faintly metallic. Shelves loomed with tools—hammers, saws, coils of rope. A few camping lanterns lay stacked by the counter.

Davis kicked the door shut and dragged a shelf against it. The wood groaned but held.

For a moment, silence. Only their ragged breathing.

Then the voices began.

Not words. Not song. Just whispers, dozens at once, spilling through the cracks in the walls, seeping through the boards.

Turner clapped his hands over his ears. “They’re in my head—they’re in my head—”

“Stay with me!” Jack barked. He gripped Turner’s shoulder hard, anchoring him. “Eyes on me, private! Breathe!”

Turner’s chest heaved, but his eyes locked on Jack’s. Slowly, his shaking steadied.

Morales crouched by the counter, pulling his dead tablet free. “Captain... you need to see this.”

Jack frowned. “It’s not working.”

“Yeah, but it’s... showing something.”

The screen remained black, but faint white lines flickered across it—patterns, like veins branching. They pulsed faintly, timed with the bell’s toll.

“What the hell is that?” Riley asked.

Morales shook his head. “No signal, no power. But it’s there. Like the thing’s bleeding into my system. Like the whole town’s mapped across the static.”

Jack studied it for a moment, unease crawling deeper. The lines spread wider, branching into dozens of threads. At their center pulsed a circle—the harbor.

The bell tolled again. The veins brightened on the screen.

“Yeah,” Morales whispered. “It’s alive.”

The squad stared at Morales’s screen, the faint white veins pulsing faintly in rhythm with the unseen bell. The more they watched, the more it seemed to expand, tendrils reaching into every street and building.

Turner whispered, “It’s like roots. Like the town’s one big... organism.”

“Shut your mouth,” Davis snapped. “It’s just interference.”

“Interference doesn’t grow,” Riley said sharply.

The whispers outside swelled, pressing through the walls like damp. Jack pulled the squad back to focus. “We’re not staying here. This place is a trap.”

Davis gestured at the barricaded door. “And what do you call running back out there?”

“Better than waiting for whatever’s outside to come in.” Jack’s tone left no room for doubt. “We move, but not yet. We wait until they shift position, then slip through the side.”

The whispers fell silent suddenly, cut clean as though snuffed. The squad froze, rifles tightening in their grips.

Then came the sound of footsteps.

Dozens of them, crunching over pavement, moving in rhythm. The window shutters rattled with their passing.

Riley edged closer to a cracked pane, peering through. Her jaw clenched. “Procession.”

Jack joined her. Outside, under the dim light of a half-moon, the black-eyed townsfolk were marching. Not toward the store, but past it—men, women, even children, all walking in slow lines, their bare feet whispering against the ground. Some clutched crude lanterns, their flames guttering strangely green. Others carried ropes, tools, even knives, dangling uselessly at their sides.

All of them were humming.

Low, tuneless, vibrating in their throats like the grinding of stone.

They shuffled down the street in eerie unison, heading south toward the harbor. More poured in from side roads, joining the mass until the procession stretched as far as Jack’s eyes could follow.

Turner’s voice shook. “There’s... there’s hundreds of them.”

“Quiet,” Jack snapped.

They crouched low, waiting as the horde shuffled past. The humming drilled into their ears, monotone and endless. Morales’s tablet pulsed brighter with each note.

After what felt like hours, the last of the figures disappeared into the distance, swallowed by the streets.

Riley exhaled slowly. “They weren’t looking for us.”

“No,” Jack said. “They were following something else.”

“Bell,” Morales muttered. “It’s calling them.”

Turner shook his head violently. “I’m not following a goddamn parade of demons into the sea. No way.”

“You’re not being asked,” Davis growled.

Jack cut them both off. “We shadow them. Not close, not direct. But if they’re all headed one way, we need to know why.”

Turner’s eyes widened. “You’re out of your mind! That’s suicide.”

Jack leaned in close, voice steel. “You want to find those kids? You want to finish the mission? Then we need to see where this leads. You don’t get a choice.”

Turner swallowed, silent.

Jack motioned. “Side exit. Move.”

They slipped out the back door into a narrow alley that stank of mildew and rot. The walls here were wet to the touch, streaked with dark lines like veins running through the brick. Riley touched one with her gloved finger. It pulsed faintly beneath her hand, warm.

She jerked back, eyes sharp. “Alive.”

Jack’s gut twisted, but he didn’t slow. They pressed on, shadows cloaking them, following parallel streets to keep pace with the distant procession.

Every block offered a new horror.

In one house, a dining table was still set, plates of food rotted to black sludge, utensils laid neatly beside them. Chairs were pulled back as though their occupants had risen in unison and walked out.

In another, a TV flickered with static though no power lines hummed. On the screen, faint shapes writhed inside the snow, their outlines too small, too thin. Children.

Turner nearly dropped his rifle when one of the shapes pressed its face against the glass, its mouth open in a silent scream.

They moved quickly after that.

The procession’s humming echoed distantly, but they never caught up to the mass. Instead, the squad found themselves circling deeper into the heart of the town.

The streets grew narrower, the houses taller, leaning overhead until they blotted out much of the moon. The air thickened with salt and smoke.

Morales muttered, “Compass is spinning. Doesn’t matter which way I turn, it points south.”

“Then south is where we’re going,” Jack said.

But before they could take another step, Riley raised a fist. “Hold.”

They froze.

Ahead, at the mouth of an alley, stood three children.

A boy and two girls, all no older than eight. Barefoot, their clothes dirty but intact. Their eyes... not black. Normal. Wide. Terrified.

“Jesus,” Turner breathed. “They’re alive.”

The boy raised a hand weakly. His voice cracked, small, desperate. “Help us.”

Turner surged forward.

Jack grabbed him instantly. “Stop!”

Turner twisted, frantic. “What are you doing? They’re kids!”

Jack’s eyes stayed on the figures. “That’s what they want us to think.”

The girls began to cry, tears streaking dirty cheeks. The boy’s voice rose, pleading. “Please. Please, don’t leave us.”

Turner’s eyes welled, his body trembling with the urge to run to them.

Then Riley’s flashlight beam flicked across their feet.

No shadows.

The light passed over their ankles, but nothing touched the ground.

Riley’s voice was cold steel. “They’re not real.”

The children stopped crying. Their mouths stretched wide, smiles cutting ear to ear. Black ichor poured from their eyes, running down their cheeks like mascara.

Then they vanished.

Gone.

Turner dropped to his knees, gagging. “God—God help me.”

Jack pulled him up by the vest. “No one here’s going to save us. Get moving.”

They advanced, silence pressing heavier than the humming had.

Every step was a war now—not against what lurked in the shadows, but against the cracks widening in their own minds.

They pressed on through the choking silence, each block pulling them further into the town’s hollow heart. Turner stumbled often, his rifle clutched too tightly, knuckles pale under the strain. Davis stayed close behind him, muttering low curses, while Riley swept corners with practiced precision. Morales trailed, tablet still in hand, the screen pulsing faintly like a heartbeat.

The streets opened suddenly into a wider avenue lined with shuttered shops. A row of mannequins stood in one window, dressed in faded suits and gowns. Their glass eyes caught the flashlight beams, gleaming unnaturally. Turner flinched and raised his rifle.

“They’re not moving,” Riley said, though her tone carried no certainty.

“Yeah,” Turner muttered. “Not yet.”

Jack pushed them forward. “Eyes ahead. Don’t linger.”

As they moved down the avenue, the sound reached them—low humming, carried on the wind. The same monotone vibration they’d heard before.

Only this time, it wasn’t distant.

It swelled, echoing between the buildings, until the air itself seemed to buzz.

Jack motioned for cover. They ducked into a recessed doorway, crouching low.

Then the procession appeared.

Dozens of townsfolk emerged from a side street, their eyes black, their mouths open in soundless harmony with the hum. They walked in perfect rhythm, bare feet slapping stone. At the front of the line marched a man carrying a staff of driftwood, its tip crowned with a lantern burning a flame the color of rotting seaweed.

More poured in behind them. Scores. Hundreds. Filling the avenue from end to end, a river of bodies flowing south toward the harbor.

Riley whispered, “There’s too many. Way too many.”

Jack’s throat tightened. He counted at least two hundred, maybe more, moving like a single organism.

Turner shook his head violently. “We can’t fight that. We can’t even breathe near that.”

“No one’s asking you to fight,” Jack said. “We let them pass.”

They crouched in silence as the tide of black-eyed townsfolk flowed by. The humming rattled their bones, a drone without pitch or rhythm, flattening thought into numbness. Morales pressed his tablet against his chest, his eyes wide. The veins on the screen glowed brighter, branching further.

“It’s all connected,” he whispered. “Every single one of them. Same signal, same... hive.”

“Shut up,” Davis growled, though his own voice trembled.

The squad waited as the last ranks shuffled past, the lantern-light fading into the distance. But the hum didn’t disappear. It only deepened, resonating through the pavement beneath their boots.

Jack’s instincts screamed. “Move. Now.”

They slipped out of the doorway, keeping low, heading north along a side street to avoid being swept up in the procession. The further they went, the more the hum burrowed under their skin, vibrating their teeth, tightening their skulls.

Turner suddenly stopped, clutching his head. “It’s in me—it’s inside—”

Riley grabbed him, forcing his chin up. “Focus, private! It’s noise. Just noise.”

But Jack could see it wasn’t just noise. Turner’s pupils were dilated, his eyes glassy. The hum wasn’t in the air—it was in their blood.

“Keep moving,” Jack ordered, pulling them forward.

They stumbled through another alley and burst into a courtyard. At its center loomed a two-story brick building, its sign faded but still legible: Riverside Elementary School.

The windows were dark, some shattered. A swing set stood twisted in the yard, chains squealing softly in the wind. The sight froze them.

Children had been here.

“Inside,” Jack said, pointing.

Davis frowned. “You’re kidding. This place’ll be crawling.”

“It’s cover. Better than open streets.”

Without waiting, Jack led the charge across the yard. The swing chains creaked behind them, loud in the silence. Turner flinched at every sound.

They reached the double doors. Locked. Davis slammed his boot against the latch until it splintered. The squad filed inside.

The air within was colder, damp. Their lights swept across tiled floors streaked with mud and small, dried footprints. Hallways stretched in two directions, lined with classroom doors. Crayon drawings still clung to bulletin boards—smiling suns, stick-figure families, waves drawn higher than houses.

Turner’s voice cracked. “I don’t like this.”

“No one does,” Riley muttered.

Jack closed the door behind them. “Hold formation. Sweep rooms one at a time. Quiet.”

They moved down the hallway, boots echoing softly against tile. Morales’s light caught on lockers, their doors hanging open. Inside some, small shoes and backpacks remained. One locker held a baseball glove, fingers stiff with mold. Another, a doll missing its head.

The deeper they went, the more oppressive the silence became. Every classroom was the same—desks arranged neatly, papers still scattered, chalk frozen mid-word on blackboards. Spelling Test – Friday.

The world here had ended mid-sentence.

In one room, a child’s notebook lay open on a desk. Riley picked it up, her face tightening as she read aloud:

“Teacher says the sea is singing. She says don’t listen. But I can’t stop. It sounds like home.”

Turner gagged softly. “This is sick. This whole place is sick.”

Jack motioned them forward. The hallway stretched into deeper dark, doors yawning like mouths.

Then the laughter came.

High, shrill, unmistakably childish. Echoing down the hall, bouncing off walls, too close.

Turner’s rifle snapped up. “No. No, no, no—”

The laughter shifted, multiplying, filling every corner. Some giggled. Some sobbed. Some whispered.

And then came the words.

“Captain Jack...”

The voice was soft, sing-song, a little girl’s tone.

“Play with us.”

Jack’s stomach dropped.

Morales’s tablet flared bright. The veins now filled the screen completely, pulsing in rhythm with the voices. The circle at the center—the harbor—throbbed like a beating heart.

The children’s laughter rose higher, surrounding them.

And from the shadows at the far end of the hall, something began to move.

The movement at the far end of the hall was subtle at first—shadows shifting where no light touched, darkness peeling away from itself. Then it grew clearer, solidifying into a form too small to mistake.

A child.

Barefoot, hair matted, wearing a tattered school uniform. She stood with her head bowed, hands clasped in front of her.

Turner’s breath caught. “One of them. It’s one of them—”

“Hold fire,” Jack ordered, though every nerve screamed otherwise.

The girl lifted her head. Her eyes gleamed faintly, but not wholly black—flickers of brown still swam beneath the ink. She smiled, lips cracked, and when she spoke, her voice was layered, as though two mouths spoke through one throat.

“Captain Jack.”

The sound froze them all.

“Play.”

Her hand lifted, and behind her the shadows writhed. Dozens more shapes crawled free from the walls, small and slight—children pouring out, their laughter and sobs rising in a cacophony. Their feet barely touched the ground as they spread across the hall, blocking the way forward.

Turner began to hyperventilate. “No, no, no—”

“Steady!” Jack barked. His rifle stayed raised, but his finger hovered tight over the trigger.

The girl tilted her head, watching him with something not entirely human. “You came when we called.” Her smile widened. “We knew you would.”

The laughter rose again. Some of the children crouched, some crawled along the ceiling like spiders, their hair dangling, eyes gleaming in the beams of flashlights.

Riley’s voice was cold and flat. “They’re not real. They’re using them.”

“Doesn’t matter what they are,” Davis growled. “We’re not staying in here.”

The shadows surged forward.

Jack gave the order. “Engage!”

Gunfire tore through the hall. The muzzle flashes strobed violently, illuminating twisted faces, small hands reaching, mouths gaping in shrieks. Bodies burst into sprays of black ichor that hissed on tile. The sound was deafening, but the laughter never stopped—it only grew louder, layered over screams.

Morales fired wildly, his tablet swinging at his side, the screen now a flood of pulsing veins. “It’s everywhere—it’s everywhere—”

Turner sobbed as he pulled his trigger, each burst shaking his whole body. “I’m sorry—I’m sorry—I’m sorry—”

The squad pushed forward through the chaos, forcing their way down the hall. Every step was met with clawing hands and shrieking voices. The walls themselves seemed to bend inward, painted with writhing shadows that moved in time with the children.

Jack’s world narrowed to muzzle flashes and black spray, his lungs burning with the stench of rot and brine.

Finally, they burst into the gymnasium.

The space opened wide, the ceiling high and cracked. Basketball hoops dangled crooked. The wooden floor was warped with damp, covered in faint chalk drawings—games of hopscotch and stick figures holding hands, all smeared into jagged scrawls.

For a moment, silence.

Then the doors behind them slammed shut with a force that rattled the entire room.

The children’s voices bled through the cracks, shrill and overlapping. “Don’t leave. Don’t leave. Don’t leave.”

Turner pressed his back to the door, shaking violently. “We’re trapped. Oh, God, we’re trapped.”

Riley scanned the rafters. “Look.”

Above them, strung along the beams, hung ropes. Dozens of them. Some frayed, some snapped, all tied into crude nooses. They swayed gently, though no wind moved.

Davis’s jaw tightened. “This town’s a graveyard.”

Morales staggered to the center of the gym, holding up his tablet. The veins on the screen pulsed so bright they lit his face like ghost-light. He stared at it, whispering. “It’s feeding. Every death, every scream—it’s feeding the thing in the harbor.”

Jack grabbed his shoulder, shaking him. “Focus. We’re getting out of here.”

But before Morales could respond, the chalk drawings on the floor shifted. Lines stretched, curling, forming new shapes. Stick figures twisted into long arms, sharp teeth, gaping mouths. The drawings moved as though alive, crawling across the warped wood to circle the squad.

Turner screamed, firing into the floor. Splinters burst, but the chalk only re-formed, more frantic, more grotesque.

The gym lights flickered once, though no power ran to the building.

And then the bell tolled again.

Louder than ever, shaking the walls, vibrating the floor until dust rained from the rafters.

The nooses above swung violently. The chalk figures writhed, their mouths opening in silent screams.

The children outside shrieked in unison, their voices slicing through wood and stone.

Jack raised his rifle, his voice cutting through the chaos. “We move! Now!”

Davis shoved open a side door with his shoulder. They spilled into another hallway, the sound chasing them, rattling lockers, shattering glass.

They ran blind, the voices behind them blending into a roar. Every corner turned only deeper into the labyrinth of the school. The walls bled with chalk markings, the floors slick with ichor that pulsed beneath their boots.

Finally, they crashed into a stairwell, ascending two steps at a time until they burst onto the second floor. The air was thicker here, colder.

At the far end of the hall, a classroom door stood open, faint light glowing within.

Jack motioned, pushing them forward.

They reached the threshold and froze.

Inside, desks had been pushed aside, forming a circle. Candles burned at its edges, their flames black. And at the center, kneeling with heads bowed, were children—dozens of them. Their eyes were closed, their mouths moving silently, lips mouthing words to a rhythm none of the squad could hear.

On the blackboard above them, smeared in red and ichor, were words that twisted Jack’s stomach to ice:

THE SEA IS COMING.

One child raised her head slowly, opening eyes as black as the abyss.

And she smiled.
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Chapter Three – The Black Tide
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THE GIRL’S BLACK EYES locked on Jack, her small frame trembling with energy not her own. Around her, the other children remained kneeling in silence, their lips moving in unison, their candlelight flickering black across the walls.

Turner raised his rifle instantly. “They’re summoning something—end it now!”

“Hold,” Jack snapped, even as his own instincts screamed to fire.

Riley’s jaw tightened. “Captain, you see it too. This isn’t a prayer—it’s a conduit.”

Jack scanned the circle. Every child was thin, frail, their skin pale as wax. But their mouths moved with machine-like precision, too exact for children. The air in the classroom vibrated faintly with their rhythm, like a low hum below hearing.

Morales edged closer, tablet trembling in his hands. The veins on the screen surged outward, matching the cadence of the children’s lips. At the center, the pulsing circle grew brighter.

“They’re connected,” Morales whispered. “They’re feeding it.”

The girl’s gaze never wavered from Jack. Her smile widened, revealing teeth stained dark. “You don’t belong here, Captain. You hear it, don’t you? The call beneath the waves.”

Jack tightened his grip on his rifle. “What call?”

Her voice layered again, two tones colliding. “It knows you now. It’s waiting.”

The flames of the black candles flickered higher, shadows writhing across the walls like living things. Desks scraped faintly as though dragged by invisible hands.

Turner broke first. His rifle cracked, a burst slamming into one of the kneeling children. The body convulsed, ichor spraying, collapsing sideways.

The others didn’t move.

Didn’t stop.

Their lips kept moving, perfectly synchronized. The humming grew louder, the tablet in Morales’s hands shaking violently with static light.

“Goddammit!” Turner screamed, firing again, rounds tearing into two more. They dropped, bodies twitching—yet still the others continued, unbroken.

Jack grabbed Turner, slamming his rifle upward. “Stand down!”

“They’re not kids anymore!” Turner shouted back, wild-eyed. “They’re things!”

Riley’s voice was iron. “Captain—if this ritual finishes, we’re all dead.”

Jack’s gut twisted. She was right. But pulling the trigger on children, no matter what had hollowed them, was a line that burned.

The black flames roared suddenly, licking up the walls, consuming chalkboards and paper alike. Shadows spilled across the ceiling, coiling like serpents. The girl at the center laughed—a sound that blended childlike glee with guttural rasp.

“You can’t stop it,” she sang. “The sea will take you too.”

Jack made the call. “Drop them!”

Gunfire erupted, the squad pouring rounds into the circle. Children’s bodies collapsed one by one, ichor splattering across desks, candles toppling. The humming faltered, breaking into stutters.

The girl screamed—not in pain, but in fury. Her small frame convulsed as black smoke poured from her mouth, filling the room with choking rot. The last of the candles burst, plunging the classroom into darkness.

Then the walls shook.

The floor cracked, tiles splitting as water seeped upward—thick, black, bubbling like tar. The desks toppled, sliding toward the widening fractures.

“Out! Now!” Jack ordered.

They spilled into the hallway as the classroom collapsed behind them, flames and ichor and water swallowing desks and bodies alike. The sound of laughter chased them, high and shrill, echoing through the corridors though no mouths remained to make it.

The squad ran, boots slamming wet tile, lights darting. The walls bulged as though breathing, ichor veins spreading fast, pulsing with each toll of the unseen bell.

Turner stumbled, gasping. “We can’t—we can’t outrun this—”

“Yes we can!” Jack snapped, dragging him upright. “Move!”

They turned down another hall, but the floor here was already flooded ankle-deep. The water was thick, dark, and cold as ice, pulling at their boots like hands.

Riley grimaced. “This isn’t water.”

The black tide rippled, whispering faint voices just below the surface. Jack froze, hearing them clearly—his own name among them, whispered in a child’s voice.

“Jack...”

His stomach lurched. He forced his rifle higher, pushing forward. “Keep moving. Don’t listen.”

But the whispers grew louder as the tide deepened, reaching their knees. The voices shifted tones—some pleading, some mocking, some wailing like infants. Each syllable burrowed into the mind like hooks.

Turner screamed suddenly, shoving away from the squad. “They’re pulling me under—they’re pulling me—”

Riley lunged, grabbing him before he fell. She yanked him upright, snarling. “They’re not
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