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​Chapter 1: The Calm Before
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The sky was a dull, leaden gray that morning, casting a muted pallor over the sleepy town of Seabrook. The kind of morning that promised rain, or worse — an uneasy stillness that clung to the air like fog rolling off the ocean. Claire Dawson stood at the edge of the wooden pier, the chill of the sea breeze tugging at her jacket, and stared out across the restless water.

She had arrived just yesterday, carrying little more than a suitcase and a heavy burden she wasn’t quite ready to unpack. The retreat, a summer escape she’d imagined as a chance to reset, had already begun to unravel. There was no escaping the past, Claire thought bitterly, not even in a town this small.

Seabrook was one of those places where everybody knew your name, and your secrets, before you even had a chance to speak. Her cousin had insisted on her coming here — said it would be good for Claire to step away from the chaos she’d left behind, and good for her daughter, Lily, who was struggling in ways Claire hadn’t quite grasped yet.

But there was something else. Something darker.

The sea whispered its secrets below, relentless and unforgiving. Claire’s eyes followed a lone figure emerging from the mist — a woman, slender, moving with practiced ease, dressed in a wet suit and swim cap. She dove into the cold water with a splash that echoed across the empty pier.

The Seabrook Cold-Water Swim Club. A peculiar name for such a small community, Claire thought. She had heard murmurs already: a tight-knit group, fierce and secretive, women who trained every morning no matter the weather. The kind of place that was more than a club — more like a tribe.

Claire’s attention snapped back to the figure cutting through the waves. Something about the way she swam—steady, relentless—felt unnerving. Like she was trying to outrun something.

The peaceful town she’d imagined was already showing its cracks.



Claire’s first steps in Seabrook had felt like stepping onto a stage set frozen in time. The narrow streets were lined with weathered cottages painted in pale pastels, their wooden shutters swinging gently in the breeze. Shops were just opening, their windows foggy with the scent of freshly brewed coffee and salt air.

Her cousin, Marissa, greeted her with a forced smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. Marissa was the kind of woman who radiated control — immaculate in her appearance, poised but tense. She moved with purpose, like she was always bracing herself against an invisible storm.

“You’re here,” Marissa said, voice clipped but warm enough. “Lily’s in her room. She’s been... unsettled. I’m hoping you can help.”

Claire nodded, swallowing the lump forming in her throat. She wasn’t sure if she was here to help Lily or to save herself.

“Seabrook’s quiet, but it’s got its shadows,” Marissa added, almost as if reading Claire’s thoughts. “You’ll see. Just... be careful who you trust.”

Claire didn’t ask for details. She already had enough ghosts chasing her.



Inside the small, salt-tinged house where Lily lived, Claire found the girl sitting by the window, her pale face pressed against the cold glass. Lily’s dark eyes flicked up, wary and distant.

“Hi, Lily,” Claire said softly. “I’m Claire. I’m here to help.”

Lily said nothing, but the flicker of recognition in her gaze was enough for Claire to know she had to try harder.

The days passed with a strange rhythm — morning swims, long walks on the beach, whispered conversations behind closed doors. The town seemed peaceful, but Claire sensed an undercurrent of tension beneath the surface.

At the local café, she overheard hushed voices talking about the drowning that had shaken the community a year ago — a woman found lifeless on the rocks, her death ruled accidental, but rumors persisted. Whispers of secrets too dangerous to reveal.

Claire’s curiosity was piqued — but so was a growing sense of danger.



One evening, as the sun dipped below the horizon, casting fiery streaks across the sky, Claire found herself drawn back to the pier. The air was colder now, and the ocean’s surface churned beneath a rising wind.

A group of women gathered near the water’s edge — members of the swim club, Claire assumed. They laughed and talked, but their smiles were tight, eyes flicking nervously toward the darkening sea.

Among them was the woman Claire had seen swimming that morning — tall, with striking red hair and an intensity that made Claire’s skin prickle. The woman caught Claire’s gaze and smiled, but it was a smile that didn’t reach her eyes.

“Welcome to Seabrook,” she said, voice low and smooth. “You’re already part of the tide now.”

Claire felt a chill despite the fading warmth of the day.



That night, sleep was elusive. The house creaked with the sound of waves crashing far below, and the wind whispered secrets through the cracks in the windows.

Claire’s thoughts swirled — about Lily, about Marissa, about the town and its mysteries. About the drowning. About the swim club. About the woman with the red hair who seemed to know more than she let on.

Then, a sudden noise — a sharp, wet sound that cut through the quiet like a knife.

Claire sat up, heart pounding. The house was still, save for the low hum of the ocean.

Had it been a dream? Or a warning?

Outside, the tide was coming in.

And with it, the calm before the storm.
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​Chapter 2: Beneath the Surface
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The morning light spilled hesitantly through the curtains, casting long shadows across Claire’s bedroom. She woke with a start, the remnants of a restless dream fading as quickly as they had come. The chill in the air felt sharper now, as if the ocean itself was holding its breath, waiting.

She dressed quickly and slipped outside, the familiar scent of salt and seaweed greeting her like an old, uneasy friend. The town of Seabrook was just beginning to stir—doors opening, shutters creaking, the soft murmur of voices drifting across the streets. But beneath the calm, Claire felt a tension stretching taut, as if everyone was waiting for something unspeakable to happen.

Her first stop was the pier. The wooden boards creaked beneath her feet, worn smooth by years of tides and footsteps. The water was cold and dark, swallowing the light like a hungry beast. She stared out at the horizon, trying to shake the feeling that something important was lurking just beneath the surface.

It was the swim club’s morning practice, and Claire watched as the women gathered by the water’s edge. Their faces were a mix of determination and something else—unease, suspicion, maybe fear. The red-haired woman from the night before, whose name she still didn’t know, stood among them, barking out commands like a captain steering a ship through a storm.

“Come on, focus!” the woman shouted, her voice cutting through the morning mist. “Don’t let the water win.”

Claire noticed the way the others responded—some with defiance, others with quiet resignation. They were a unit, but fractured, bound together by shared secrets and silent agreements.

She took a hesitant step forward, curiosity pushing her closer.

“Are you here for the swim?” the red-haired woman asked suddenly, eyes narrowing as she studied Claire. There was something sharp and calculating behind that smile.

“No,” Claire replied. “I’m new here. Just... trying to understand.”

The woman’s gaze flicked to the water, then back to Claire. “Understanding is dangerous here,” she said softly. “Especially beneath the surface.”

Claire swallowed hard. It was a warning—or a challenge.



Later that day, Claire found herself walking the narrow streets toward the town’s tiny library, hoping to find some answers in old newspapers or records. The librarian, an elderly man with kind eyes and a weathered face, watched her with quiet interest as she searched through yellowed clippings.

“There was the drowning, of course,” he said when Claire mentioned the swim club. “Happened just about a year ago. A woman named Emily. Found near the cliffs. Ruled an accident, but some folks around here think otherwise.”

“Why?” Claire asked, her fingers tracing the faded headlines.

“Secrets,” he said simply. “Seabrook is full of them. People don’t like to talk about what’s really going on beneath the surface.”

Claire felt a chill creep down her spine. The ocean’s depths suddenly seemed less like a place of peace and more like a trap, waiting to pull her under.



That evening, Claire joined Marissa and Lily for dinner, but the air between them was strained. Lily barely touched her food, eyes darting nervously toward the window as if expecting something—or someone—to appear.

“Is she always like this?” Claire asked her cousin quietly.

Marissa shook her head. “Since the drowning... she’s different. Afraid of the water now. Afraid of the swim club. She won’t say why.”

Claire’s mind raced. What had happened here? What terrible truth was Lily hiding?



Days turned into a blur of cold swims, whispered conversations, and furtive glances. Claire’s connection to the swim club grew stronger—and more complicated. The women, once distant and guarded, began to reveal glimpses of their lives, their fears, and their loyalties.

One night, Claire stayed late after practice, waiting by the pier as the last of the swimmers disappeared into the fog. The red-haired woman approached her, a shadow in the moonlight.

“Why do you keep digging?” she asked, voice low and tense.

“Because I need to know the truth,” Claire said, meeting her gaze.

The woman hesitated, then sighed. “The truth here is dangerous. It can drown you faster than any tide.”

Suddenly, a scream shattered the silence, sharp and desperate.

Both women spun toward the sound, hearts pounding.

From the shadows near the cliffs, a figure stumbled into view—a young woman, soaked and trembling, eyes wild with terror.

“They’re hiding something,” she gasped
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