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To my good friend, Rodney Bryan.

This book is dedicated to you, my brother, in memory of all the days we worked together overseas.

We faced struggles during that first rotation that neither of us will ever forget. Lives were lost, and it was one of the toughest times we had ever endured. But through it all, you and I made it through together.

The hard work we did made an impact, and we were recognized for it. From that time forward, we became more than friends—we became brothers.

I have never been someone who calls many people a friend. Most people are simply a buddy to me. But you have always been a true friend in my life.

No matter where life takes us, we will always be connected.

This book is for you, my brother.

Love you, brother.
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From the Author
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When I began writing Beneath the Surface, I never imagined the story would grow beyond one town. Bristow was filled with secrets, unanswered questions, and people whose lives had been shaped by a Covenant that had existed for generations. By the time Ethan Cole uncovered the truth, I realized his journey was far from over.

The Secrets of Red Creek begins a new chapter for Ethan and Lila. They believe they are finally stepping away from Bristow and taking time to rebuild their lives, but some secrets do not stay buried. What begins as a quiet trip soon becomes connected to everything they thought they had left behind.

This book takes the mystery deeper and expands the world of the Covenant into places Ethan never knew existed. Each town has its own history, its own darkness, and its own reason for protecting the truth. The connection between them will continue to grow as the series unfolds, but every town will bring a mystery unlike the one before it.

My goal with this series is to create stories that keep readers guessing, where the answers are never simple and the next discovery changes everything that came before it. Ethan and Lila are not only searching for the truth. They are learning how deeply their own lives are connected to it.

Thank you for continuing this journey with me. Whether you have been here since Bristow or are entering the story through Red Creek, I hope this book keeps you turning the pages and wondering what waits beneath the surface.

James Douglas
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Prologue
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Three months had passed since Ethan Cole and his wife, Lila, stood together at Emily Carson’s grave and walked away without looking back. More than a year had passed since the truth about Bristow’s Covenant had been exposed, yet Ethan still woke some nights expecting to hear the church bell or see the faces from the People’s Ledger waiting in the darkness. Bristow had slowly begun to heal. Arrests had been made, trials were underway, and families were finally receiving answers that had been denied to them for generations. The old gallery had become the Emily Carson Children’s Art Center, giving Lila a new purpose and allowing her to turn something painful into something meaningful. Ethan had returned to work, but he no longer chased every unanswered question that landed on his desk. He had learned that solving a mystery did not always silence it.

Lila had been the one to suggest the trip. She wanted to visit antique stores across several small towns in search of furniture, paintings, and unusual pieces for the art center. Ethan agreed because they both needed time away from Bristow. There would be no police reports, hidden tunnels, secret ledgers, or families protecting old lies. For one week, they would simply drive, stop wherever they pleased, and try to remember what life had been like before the Covenant. On the third afternoon, they entered a town called Bellweather. It was a quiet place built beside an abandoned railroad line, with aging brick storefronts and streets that seemed almost empty. Near the end of Main Street, Lila noticed an antique store with a faded wooden sign hanging above its entrance.

YESTERDAY’S HOUSE

“That one,” Lila said, pointing through the windshield.

Ethan parked along the curb and looked at the crowded front windows. Old lamps, clocks, framed photographs, and porcelain figures were stacked together behind dusty glass. A handwritten sign announced that the store would soon be closing and that everything inside had to be sold.

“You promised not to rush me,” Lila reminded him as they stepped out of the car.

“I promised to make an effort.”

“That is not the same thing.”

“It is as close as you are going to get.”

Lila smiled and took his hand. For a brief moment, Ethan felt normal again. A bell sounded when they entered the store. The narrow aisles smelled of old wood, dust, and paper. Lila immediately moved toward a collection of small tables while Ethan wandered past shelves filled with books, cameras, and tarnished silverware. An elderly woman sat behind the counter, writing in a large ledger. She looked up when they entered but offered no greeting. Ethan stopped beside a dark wooden mantel clock. Its hands rested at seventeen minutes after two. A second clock nearby showed the same time. When he looked around the store, he realized every clock had stopped at exactly 2:17.

“Do they work?” Ethan asked.

The elderly woman closed her ledger.

“They did until three nights ago.”

“What happened three nights ago?”

“The crate arrived.”

Lila joined Ethan near the counter. “What crate?” The woman pointed toward a hallway behind her. “Someone left it outside after closing. At least, that is what I thought. When I came in the next morning, it was sitting in the back room.”

“Maybe someone had a key,” Ethan said.

“No one has a key except me.”

Ethan felt the old instincts returning, but he pushed them aside. He was not in Bellweather as a detective. They had come to look at antiques, not investigate a story told by a frightened store owner. The woman reached beneath the counter and placed a small silver bracelet in front of him. Six symbols had been engraved around its darkened surface. Ethan recognized the first symbol immediately.

It was the mark of the Bristow Covenant.

Lila’s expression changed when she saw it. “Where did you get this?”

“It was inside the crate.”

Ethan turned the bracelet over. Two words had been scratched into the metal.

RED CREEK

Before Ethan could speak, three slow knocks came from the hallway. The elderly woman stood so quickly that her chair struck the wall behind her. Lila moved closer to Ethan as they stared toward the dark passage.

“What is back there?” Ethan asked.

The woman’s face had lost its color.

“I don’t know,” she whispered. “But every night since that crate arrived, something inside it has been knocking.”

Another knock came from the hallway.

Then another.

Then a third.

Ethan reached into his coat for the weapon he was no longer carrying. His hand closed around nothing.

The elderly woman looked directly at him.

“It has been waiting for you, Detective Cole.”

Ethan slowly turned toward her. He had never given the woman his name. At that moment, every clock in the store began ticking.

The hands did not move forward.

They moved backward.
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Chapter One

The Name Inside the Crate
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For several seconds after the clocks began moving backward, Ethan Cole stood completely still. Every clock in Yesterday’s House clicked in the same uneven rhythm, their hands turning away from the present as though the entire store were being pulled toward a moment it had tried to forget. Lila remained beside him, one hand wrapped tightly around his arm. The elderly woman behind the counter stared toward the dark hallway at the back of the store, her expression revealing that she had seen enough during the past three days to believe the impossible before Ethan had even stepped through the door.

Ethan looked down at the silver bracelet resting on the glass counter. Six small symbols had been engraved around the band, and the first one matched the mark he had found beneath the courthouse in Bristow. The connection was too exact to dismiss. Someone could have copied the symbol from newspaper photographs or court documents, but the Covenant’s complete markings had never been released to the public. Only a small group of investigators, attorneys, and surviving members of the Bristow families had seen them. Ethan had spent more than a year believing those symbols belonged to a town whose secrets had finally been exposed. Now one of them sat inside an antique store nearly two hundred miles away. The elderly woman moved quickly toward the front door and turned the lock. She pulled the shade across the glass before switching off the small lamp beside the register. “You need to leave,” she said, although the locked door made it clear she did not intend to let them walk out immediately.

Ethan studied her. “You knew my name.”

“I knew the name written on the crate.”

“That is not the same thing as recognizing me.”

“I saw your picture after Bristow.”

Ethan had expected that answer, but the hesitation before she gave it told him she was hiding something. He picked up the bracelet and turned it over again. The words Red Creek had been scratched across the inside in letters so narrow that whoever carved them must have used the tip of a knife. “What is your name?”

“Margaret Vale.”

“How long have you owned this place?”

“My father opened it forty years ago. I took over after he disappeared.”

Lila looked toward the hallway. “You said the crate arrived three nights ago. Was it delivered by a truck?” Margaret shook her head. “There was nothing outside when I closed the store. The next morning, the crate was sitting in the back room. The doors were still locked, the windows were unbroken, and nothing else had been moved.” Ethan glanced around the crowded store. A person could hide among the shelves after closing, but carrying a heavy crate through the building without disturbing anything would have been difficult. “Do you have cameras?”

“One above the front entrance and another in the hallway.”

“What did they record?”

“The front camera showed nothing. The hallway camera stopped at two seventeen in the morning and started again at two eighteen. When it came back on, the crate was there.”

Lila looked at the clocks. “Two seventeen.” Margaret nodded. “They all stopped the following night at that same time.” A dull knock sounded from the back room. It came once, followed by a pause, then twice more. The noise was not loud, but it traveled through the store with a heavy, hollow quality that made Ethan think of someone striking the inside of a coffin. Lila stepped closer to him, and Margaret pressed both hands against the counter. Ethan turned toward the hallway. “What is inside it?”

“I don’t know.”

“You have not opened it?”

“I tried.”

Margaret reached beneath the register and pulled out a brass key tied to a faded red ribbon. She placed it beside the bracelet. The number 217 had been stamped into the metal. “This belonged to my father. He left it on his dresser the morning he vanished. I spent years trying it on every lock he owned. It never fit anything until that crate appeared.”

“You opened the lock?”

“No. I put the key in, but before I could turn it, something knocked from inside. I pulled it out and came back to the front of the store.”

“That was three days ago?”

“Yes.”

“And you stayed here?”

Margaret glanced around Yesterday’s House as though the building itself might be listening. “I tried to leave. My car would not start. The phones stopped working. Every time I reached the front door, the clocks began ticking backward. When I stepped away from it, they stopped.” Ethan placed the bracelet in his coat pocket. The metal felt unusually cold against his chest. “Unlock the door.” Margaret did not move. “You cannot take that bracelet outside.”

“Why not?”

“Because it does not want to leave.”

Lila gave Ethan a warning look. “We do not need to test that.”

“We need to know whether she is telling the truth.”

“We came here to buy antiques.”

“I remember.”

“We were supposed to have one week without a case.”

“This is not a case yet.”

Lila folded her arms. “You found a Covenant symbol, a bracelet from Red Creek, a crate that appeared inside a locked store, and a woman who knew your name. You have already decided it is a case.” Ethan could not deny it. He had tried for months to convince himself that Bristow had ended, but the moment he saw the symbol, every instinct he had buried returned. He felt alert for the first time since taking leave. He also felt guilty because Lila had brought him on the trip to help him escape the weight of what they had survived. Instead, the same darkness seemed to have followed them into another town. Margaret finally moved toward the front door. Her hands shook as she turned the lock. “Do not say I did not warn you.” Ethan opened the door and stepped onto the sidewalk. The bell above the frame remained silent. For one breath, the street appeared exactly as it had when he and Lila arrived. Cars were parked along the curb, sunlight rested across the brick storefronts, and a delivery truck waited at the traffic light. Then the bracelet tightened inside his pocket as if an invisible hand had closed around it.

The sound of the town disappeared.

Ethan turned toward the antique store. Lila stood in the doorway, speaking to him, but no sound crossed the distance between them. The street had become unnaturally still. The delivery truck no longer moved, the traffic light remained dark, and the trees stopped swaying even though their leaves had been caught in the wind only seconds earlier. Water began seeping through the cracks in the pavement. At first, it looked like rainwater rising from a clogged drain, but the liquid was too dark and carried the smell of mud, rust, and something rotten. It spread around Ethan’s shoes and moved toward the gutter in narrow red streams. He stepped backward, but the curb vanished beneath his foot.

An old wooden bridge stretched behind him.

The antique store, the sidewalks, and the buildings of Bellweather were gone. Ethan stood beneath a gray sky with the bracelet pressed cold against his chest. A rusted sign leaned near the entrance to the bridge.

RED CREEK — POPULATION 2,117.

A thick line had been painted through the final number. Beneath it, someone had written 2,116. A boy stood in the center of the bridge with his back to Ethan. He appeared to be ten or eleven years old. His shirt clung to his shoulders, and water dripped from the cuffs of his trousers. He was barefoot, and mud covered the skin around his ankles.

“You took too long,” the boy said.

Ethan remained near the edge of the bridge. “Who are you?” The child slowly turned. His face was pale and swollen, but his expression was calm. Water ran from his hair and slipped down his cheeks like tears. “You found the girl in Bristow.” Ethan’s hand moved instinctively toward the weapon he was not carrying. “How do you know about Emily?”

“The town beneath the water knows every name Bristow tried to bury.”

“What town?”

The boy pointed over the side of the bridge.

Below them, the creek spread far beyond its natural banks. Dark water moved between treetops, chimneys, street signs, and the upper floors of houses. An entire town rested beneath the surface. Lights glowed in several windows, and human figures stood behind the glass. Some appeared to be adults. Others were children. None of them moved. Ethan gripped the railing. “Red Creek was flooded?” The boy looked toward the submerged buildings. “Part of it was.”

“Who are those people?”

“The ones the Covenant counted.”

A church bell rang somewhere beneath the water. The sound traveled through the creek and trembled beneath Ethan’s feet. The boy moved closer without appearing to take a step.

“That bracelet belonged to my sister,” he said.

Ethan touched the pocket of his coat. “What was her name?”

“She had one before they took it.”

“What do you mean?”

“They erased the names first. Then they gave the bodies to the creek.”

The bell rang a second time.

“Where is your sister now?”

The boy pointed toward a white house barely visible beneath the water. A small figure stood behind an upstairs window, holding one hand against the glass. “She is still counting.”

“Counting what?”

“How many towns are left.”

A third bell sounded beneath the creek.

The boy reached toward Ethan’s coat. His wet fingers pressed over the bracelet. “When the bell rings seventeen times, another Covenant will open.”

“Which town?”

The child leaned closer. “The one your father chose.” Ethan grabbed the boy’s wrist, but his hand closed around freezing water. The child collapsed into a dark pool that rushed between the boards of the bridge. The submerged town disappeared, and Ethan felt himself falling backward. Lila caught him as he stumbled through the doorway of Yesterday’s House. The bell above the entrance rang loudly, and every sound inside the store returned at once. Ethan gripped the doorframe, struggling to steady himself.

“What happened?” Lila asked.

He looked past her toward the street. The delivery truck was moving through the intersection, and people walked along the opposite sidewalk. “How long was I outside?”

“You never stepped outside. You opened the door and stood there for two seconds.”

“I was on a bridge.”

Lila searched his face. “Ethan, you did not move.” He reached into his coat and pulled out the bracelet. Water dripped from the metal onto the wooden floor. A muddy handprint covered the front of his shirt.

Margaret began crying behind the counter.

Ethan closed the door and locked it. “You knew this would happen.” Margaret wiped her face with both hands. “Not exactly.”

“But something happened to your father.”

She lowered her hands. “The first crate came twenty-seven years ago.” Lila stared at her. “You said this was the first one.”

“I said this was the crate that arrived three nights ago. I never said it was the first.”

Margaret opened the large ledger and turned to a page near the middle. The paper had yellowed, and the writing appeared faded. Several objects were listed in her father’s handwriting: a child’s shoe, a man’s watch, a wedding ring, a silver music box, and a leather book containing forty-three names. Six Covenant symbols had been drawn beside the list. Beneath them were the words Return to Red Creek.

“My father opened the crate,” Margaret said. “He contacted the police, but by the time they arrived, everything inside had disappeared. Three days later, he drove to Red Creek. His truck was found beside the water, but his body was never recovered.”

Ethan looked at the brass key. “Did he know anyone there?”

“He never told me.”

“Did he leave notes?”

Margaret hesitated before reaching beneath the counter again. She removed an old envelope and handed it to Ethan. His name was written across the front in dark ink. He turned it over. The seal had not been broken. “When did you receive this?”

“I found it inside the crate.”

The handwriting looked familiar. Ethan had seen it on birthday cards, old forms, and the few letters he still kept in a box at home. He opened the envelope carefully and unfolded the single sheet of paper inside.

Lila moved beside him as he read.

Ethan, if this reaches you, then Bristow has failed to keep you away. Do not trust the six towns. Do not trust the names in the ledger. Red Creek was never meant to protect the Covenant. It was created to hide what the Covenant protected. The key will open the first door, but once you enter, the others will know you have returned.

The note ended with a signature.

Daniel Cole.

Ethan read it twice before lowering the page. His father had been dead for nineteen years. Another three knocks came from the back room. Margaret looked toward the hallway. “It has never knocked that loudly.” Ethan picked up the brass key and placed the note in his pocket. He no longer felt like a detective chasing an unexplained event. He felt like a son standing at the edge of a truth that had been waiting for him long before Bristow. Lila took his hand. “We open it together.” Ethan looked at her. “You do not have to do this.”

“I did not come this far to wait beside the cash register.”

Margaret led them down the narrow hallway. The air grew colder as they approached the back room. Mud covered the floor, although no trail led from the doors or windows. The wooden crate sat beneath a hanging bulb, surrounded by a shallow pool of water. A small brass lock had been fitted into the front.

Ethan inserted the key marked 217.

It turned without resistance.

Six rusted nails slowly rose from the lid and fell to the floor one by one. Ethan lifted the top while Lila held the light above him. Inside the crate lay a folded child’s dress, a sealed glass jar filled with creek water, a leather-bound journal, and a photograph of six men standing beside a dam. Margaret took one look at the picture and gasped. Ethan recognized Judge Corbin from Bristow. Margaret pointed toward another man and whispered that it was her father. The man standing in the center held the same bracelet Ethan carried in his pocket.

It was Daniel Cole.

On the back of the photograph, someone had written a date and one sentence.

August 17, 1987.

The night Ethan Cole was chosen.
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Chapter Two

The First Door
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Ethan stood beneath the hanging bulb with the photograph in one hand and his father’s letter in the other, unable to decide which discovery disturbed him more. Daniel Cole had been dead for nineteen years, yet his handwriting had appeared inside a crate that had arrived only three nights earlier. The photograph was equally impossible. It showed Daniel standing beside Judge Corbin, Margaret’s father, and three men Ethan did not recognize near the base of an old dam. The date written across the back was August 17, 1987, the year Ethan turned seven. Beneath the date, someone had written that it was the night Ethan Cole had been chosen. He turned the photograph toward the light and studied his father’s face, searching for some reason to believe the man was someone else, but there was no mistaking him. Daniel wore the same watch he had carried for most of Ethan’s childhood, and the leather band had the same long crack beside the buckle.

Lila moved beside Ethan and examined the photograph over his shoulder. She did not ask whether he was certain because she could see the answer in his expression. Margaret remained near the worktable, gripping its edge as though the floor might shift beneath her. She stared at the image of her father and whispered that he had never mentioned knowing Daniel Cole. Ethan asked whether Thomas Vale had ever spoken about Bristow, Judge Corbin, or any of the other Covenant towns. Margaret shook her head and said her father had rarely discussed his business trips. He would leave for several days, return with old furniture or boxes of personal belongings, and refuse to explain where he had found them. At the time, she had assumed he was protecting the names of private sellers. After his disappearance, she had searched through his records but found nothing that connected him to Red Creek beyond the message written in the old ledger.

The jar of creek water inside the crate began to tremble. Tiny bubbles rose through the red-brown liquid and struck the sealed lid. Lila stepped back and warned Ethan not to touch it. He left the jar where it was and removed the leather-bound journal lying beside it. Although the cover was swollen and stained, the pages inside were dry. A brass clasp held the book shut, and when Ethan released it, a faint smell of mud and smoke rose from the paper. The first page contained six town names written in a narrow column: Bristow, Red Creek, Ash Hollow, Millstone, Black River, and Cedar Bluff. A date appeared beside each town, but every date except Bristow’s had been scratched away. As they watched, fresh ink spread across the line beside Red Creek and formed the words August 17. Lila looked toward the dark window at the far end of the room. “Today is August seventeenth.”

Ethan turned the page. Most of the writing had faded, but several headings remained visible. The first read Names, followed by Offerings, Witnesses, and Returned. Beneath the final heading was the name Daniel Cole. Ethan traced the letters with his eyes, wondering what returned was supposed to mean. His father had never vanished. Daniel had suffered a heart attack and died in a hospital with Ethan sitting beside him. There had been doctors, nurses, medical records, and a funeral. Whatever the journal claimed, Daniel had not disappeared into Red Creek. Before Ethan could speak, another name began appearing beneath his father’s. The letters formed slowly, one at a time, until Ethan recognized his own name.

Lila closed the journal before the final letter finished. She told Ethan they were leaving and that whatever was inside the crate could remain in Yesterday’s House. Margaret objected immediately, warning them not to remove the photograph, letter, bracelet, or journal from the building. Lila said they were not taking the crate, only the objects connected to Ethan’s family. Margaret insisted that the items did not belong to them simply because Ethan’s name had been written inside. Ethan barely heard the argument. His father’s message repeated in his mind: The key will open the first door, but once you enter, the others will know you have returned. The brass key marked 217 still rested in the lock on the front of the crate.

Lila noticed Ethan looking at it and said the crate must have been the first door. Ethan answered that it might have been, but he did not sound convinced. A low creaking noise came from behind the shelves along the far wall. At first, he thought the building was settling, but the sound repeated and grew louder. A tall bookcase shifted forward, spilling dust from its upper edge. Margaret stared at it and said the shelves had not moved since her father installed them more than thirty years earlier. Ethan crossed the room, wrapped his hands around the wooden frame, and pulled. The bookcase resisted, then rolled outward on hidden iron wheels.

A narrow wooden door stood behind it.

The door had been fitted directly into the brick wall. Water stains darkened the boards, and no handle was visible. There was only a brass keyhole near the center. Lila looked toward the key and quietly said the first door had not been the crate after all. Ethan removed the key from the lock and approached the hidden entrance. When he inserted it, the metal turned without resistance. Cold air pushed through the edges of the frame, carrying the smell of wet earth, rotten leaves, and standing water. He pulled the door open and revealed a stone staircase descending beneath Yesterday’s House.

Margaret said there was no basement shown on the property records. Ethan activated the flashlight on his phone and directed the beam down the steps. Mud covered the first several stairs. Bare footprints, small enough to belong to a child, led upward from the darkness and ended at the threshold. Lila crouched beside the nearest print and noticed that it was still wet. As she watched, dark water slowly filled the impression. Ethan told Margaret to remain in the store and call the police if they did not return. Margaret reminded him that the phones had not worked properly since the crate appeared. Ethan stepped onto the staircase anyway. Lila followed him before he could tell her to stay behind.

The door slammed shut above them.

Ethan turned and pushed against it, but the wood would not move. The keyhole had vanished from the inside, leaving a smooth wall of dark boards. Lila said she was beginning to dislike every door connected to Red Creek. Ethan told her he would get them back upstairs, although he had no idea how. They continued down the staircase while the light from his phone moved across rough stone walls. Ethan counted forty-seven steps before they reached a narrow passage running beneath the town. Shelves lined both sides of the corridor. Each shelf held objects wrapped in gray cloth and marked with paper tags. Ethan lifted the nearest tag and read the name Marian Lowe, age nine, August 17, 1931. Lila examined a bundle on the opposite shelf. Its tag read Thomas Vale, age fifty-six, August 20, 1999. Margaret’s father had disappeared on that date. Ethan removed the cloth and uncovered an old wristwatch with a cracked crystal. The hands had stopped at 2:17. Lila recognized it from the photograph and said it must have belonged to Thomas.

Farther down the passage, they found a child’s leather shoe, a wedding ring, a silver music box, and several photographs sealed in waxed paper. The objects matched the list Margaret’s father had entered in the ledger after the first crate arrived. The contents had not vanished before the police came. Someone had carried them through the hidden door and placed them beneath the store. Ethan wondered whether Thomas had built the passage himself or discovered it after receiving the crate. Before he could investigate further, a child began humming somewhere ahead of them. The melody was slow and uncertain, as though the child had forgotten part of the song. A weak yellow glow appeared at the far end of the corridor and disappeared around a bend. Ethan and Lila followed it until the passage opened into a circular chamber. Six doors had been built into the walls. One was made of oak, another of iron, a third was painted white, a fourth was stone, a fifth was made from red brick, and the final door was covered in thick roots. In the center of the chamber stood an old balance scale with two empty trays. A sentence had been carved into the floor around it: What one town buries, another must carry.

The humming stopped.

A young girl stood beside the red brick door. She wore the child’s dress that had been folded inside the crate, even though Ethan had left it upstairs. Her dark hair hung wet against her shoulders, and a plain silver bracelet circled her wrist. Ethan recognized her as the figure he had seen beneath the water near the bridge. He asked whether she was the boy’s sister. The girl answered that she had been his sister before the town took her name. Lila asked who had taken it. The girl pointed toward the scale and said the men who promised the water would stop had erased the names first. Every seventeen years, the creek rose, and the families selected people whose deaths were supposed to spare the rest of the town. When the dam was built, the Covenant discovered that the water could hide more than bodies. It could hide records, buildings, and even an entire part of Red Creek that outsiders were never supposed to know existed.

Ethan looked around the chamber and asked which door led to Red Creek. The girl answered that all of them did, although none of them led to a physical place. Each door opened into something one of the six towns had agreed to keep hidden. Bristow had guarded names. Red Creek had guarded the returned. She looked at Ethan and told him that Daniel Cole had opened the chamber once before.

Ethan asked why his father had come there.

“To take you back,” the girl said.

Lila closed her hand around Ethan’s arm. He asked where his father had taken him from, but the girl pointed toward the balance scale instead. Dust covered a brass plate beneath the trays. Ethan wiped it away and uncovered two engraved words. One side read Chosen. The other read Returned. The photograph in Lila’s hand suddenly became hot. She dropped it onto the floor, and when Ethan picked it up, the image had changed. Daniel now held a sleeping child in his arms. The child was Ethan.

The message on the back had changed as well.

The night Daniel Cole refused the Covenant.

Ethan stared at the photograph and realized his father had not delivered him to Red Creek. Daniel had removed him from it. The girl warned him that Daniel had only delayed what the Covenant intended. A heavy knock came from behind the red brick door, followed by two more. The scale moved by itself, and the tray marked Returned slowly lowered as though an unseen weight had been placed upon it. The girl backed away from Ethan and Lila. “You should not have brought her.” Ethan moved in front of his wife and said Lila had nothing to do with Red Creek. The girl looked toward the white-painted door. Dark letters began appearing across it until they formed Lila Cole. Water leaked through the letters and ran down the wood. From the other side came a woman’s frightened voice calling Ethan’s name.

The voice sounded exactly like Lila.

The real Lila stood behind him and told him not to open the door. Her copied voice called again, weaker than before, begging Ethan to help her. The girl warned that something behind the door had learned Lila’s voice before she was born. Ethan stepped away from it. All six doors began knocking, and the balance scale rocked violently. The girl moved toward the red brick door and told Ethan he had until the seventeenth bell to return what Daniel had stolen. Ethan demanded to know what his father had taken. The girl looked directly at him.

“You.”

The first bell rang beneath the chamber.

A crack tore through the stone floor, and red water burst upward. Ethan grabbed Lila as the current struck their legs. The doors groaned, and the white-painted door opened a fraction. A pale hand slid through the gap and reached toward Lila. Ethan pulled her toward the corridor while the girl remained beside the brick door, watching the water rise around her. Before they escaped the chamber, she called after them and told Ethan to inform Margaret that her father was not dead. Ethan turned and asked where Thomas was. The girl pointed toward the iron door.

“He is still working.”

The second bell rang.

Ethan and Lila ran through the corridor as water rushed behind them. The brass key began glowing in Ethan’s hand, casting a faint yellow light across the shelves. He followed it to the bottom of the staircase. The door above remained sealed, and the water had already reached his waist. Lila struck the wood and shouted Margaret’s name. The third bell sounded beneath them. Ethan forced the key against the place where the keyhole had been. The shape of a lock formed around the metal. He turned the key and pushed with his shoulder. The door flew open, and he and Lila fell onto the floor of the back room.

No water followed them.

Only mud on their clothing and shoes proved they had gone below the store. Margaret stood beside the crate with the journal held tightly against her chest. She stared at Ethan and Lila as though she had been waiting for days. When Ethan asked how long they had been gone, she told him six hours. Night had fallen outside, although Ethan was certain they had spent less than thirty minutes beneath the store. Margaret placed the journal on the worktable. Its blank pages had filled with writing while they were gone. The final page contained a list of seventeen names. The sixteenth belonged to Daniel Cole.

The seventeenth belonged to Lila.

At the bottom of the page, in ink so dark it appeared almost black, someone had written one final instruction. Return Ethan Cole to Red Creek before midnight, or the wife will take his place.
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Chapter Three

Before Midnight
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Margaret stared at the final sentence in the journal until her hands began to tremble. The page remained open on the worktable, displaying Lila’s name beneath sixteen others and the instruction demanding Ethan’s return to Red Creek before midnight. Outside Yesterday’s House, rain had begun striking the windows, though no storm had been forecast when Ethan and Lila arrived in Bellweather. Each drop hit the glass with an unusually heavy sound, as if the water came from something deeper than the clouds. Ethan checked his watch and saw that it was 10:14. They had less than two hours before midnight, although he had no idea whether the deadline followed an ordinary clock or the bells that had already begun sounding beneath the store. Lila stood beside him with mud drying along the bottom of her coat. She appeared calm, but Ethan knew her well enough to see the fear beneath her steady expression. She had followed him through the hidden door, faced something that had stolen her voice, and returned to find her name written among people marked by the Covenant. Even now, she remained beside him instead of moving toward the front door.

Margaret closed the journal and pushed it across the table. She told Ethan to take it, which surprised him after she had spent the afternoon warning them that nothing connected to the crate should leave the building. When Ethan asked what had changed, she looked toward the bookcase hiding the entrance to the staircase and said her father might still be alive. Ethan reminded her that they had only heard the claim from a dead child standing inside an impossible chamber, but Margaret insisted she could not ignore even the smallest chance that Thomas Vale had been trapped behind the iron door for twenty-seven years. Lila picked up the photograph of the six men and suggested they identify the remaining three. Judge Corbin stood on the far left, younger than Ethan remembered but still recognizable. Thomas Vale stood beside him, and Daniel Cole occupied the center while holding the silver bracelet. The other men were strangers. One wore a dark work jacket with a faded circular patch on the chest, another wore a narrow tie and expensive suit, and the last stood slightly apart with one hand resting on a metal case. Margaret pointed toward the patch and said it belonged to the former Red Creek Water Authority, which had later become the Red Creek Regional Water District.

Ethan studied the image while Lila looked toward the glass jar in the crate. The water inside continued moving even though the lid remained sealed and the room was still. She suggested that someone at the water district might know about the drowned neighborhood Ethan had seen beneath the creek. Margaret explained that no one in Red Creek openly admitted a neighborhood had been flooded. According to official records, the reservoir had covered farmland, empty buildings, and a few roads that were no longer in use. The town itself had supposedly remained untouched. Ethan reminded her that he had seen houses, a church, and entire streets beneath the water, but Margaret replied that Red Creek had shown those things only to him. Lila had seen the chamber and the doors below Yesterday’s House, but the drowned town and the child on the bridge had appeared only during Ethan’s vision. Margaret believed the town wanted Ethan to see what had been hidden because he was connected to it in a way none of them yet understood.

Ethan unfolded his father’s letter and read it again. Daniel had warned him not to trust the six towns or the names written in the ledger. The letter also claimed Red Creek had been created to hide what the Covenant protected. Ethan had assumed it meant the town concealed bodies, records, or evidence, but the girl beneath the store had described Red Creek as the town that guarded the returned. Daniel Cole’s name appeared under that heading, and Ethan’s had begun forming beneath it before Lila closed the journal. He asked Margaret what had happened to his family in 1987. She answered too quickly that she did not know, and Ethan immediately noticed the way she avoided looking at the photograph. When he pressed her, she admitted that August seventeenth was the date of a flood near Red Creek, though no official history described it that way. She crossed to a filing cabinet beneath the stairs and removed several yellowed newspaper clippings tied together with string.

The first clipping, dated August 19, 1987, described heavy rainfall throughout the county, temporary road closures, and minor damage near the dam. A photograph showed emergency vehicles gathered beside the reservoir, but the article claimed no deaths or serious injuries had occurred. Margaret placed a second page beside it. This one appeared to be an unfinished printing proof covered with editing marks and handwritten notes. Its original headline read, Seventeen Missing After Red Creek Dam Failure. Ethan read the opening paragraphs, which described a sudden surge of water that destroyed homes near the old south bank. Rescue crews had searched throughout the night, but seventeen residents remained missing. The story stopped in the middle of a sentence, and the final paragraphs had been marked for removal. Margaret explained that the next edition replaced the article with the smaller report about road damage. The seventeen missing residents were never mentioned publicly again. Her father had hidden the original proof behind a framed painting in his office.

Lila examined the list of missing residents and noticed their names did not match the seventeen listed in the journal. Margaret explained that the journal contained people taken over many decades, while the newspaper listed those who had disappeared during a single night. Ethan searched for his family name but found no Cole among them. Margaret unfolded an old county map and spread it across the worktable. A red circle surrounded an area below the dam where several streets, a school, a church, and nearly forty houses had once stood. The neighborhood was labeled Cole’s Crossing. Ethan stared at the name until Margaret quietly told him the land had belonged to Daniel’s family before Red Creek was established. Ethan had always believed his father grew up near Bristow. Daniel had said his parents died while he was young and that no close relatives remained. Ethan had never questioned the story because there had been no reason to doubt him. Margaret suggested Daniel had lied to keep Ethan away from Red Creek, but that explanation only raised another question. If Daniel wanted his son protected, why had he returned to the dam in 1987 with men connected to the Covenant?

The clock behind the counter struck once even though its hands remained frozen at 2:17. Another clock answered from the wall, followed by several more throughout the store. The sound moved through Yesterday’s House until every clock had chimed a single time. When the ringing stopped, water began leaking from beneath the crate and spreading across the wooden floor. Lila said it was the fourth bell. Ethan remembered the three bells that had sounded while they were below the store and realized the counting had continued. The girl had said another town would open after the seventeenth bell, but she had not explained exactly what that meant. Margaret asked what would happen when the final bell rang. Ethan could only repeat what he had been told. Another Covenant town would open, and Lila might be taken in his place if he had not returned to Red Creek before midnight.

A car horn sounded outside. Ethan lifted the shade and looked through the front window. An old sedan sat in the middle of Main Street with its driver’s door open. Rain poured across the empty road, and no one stood near the vehicle. The headlights flashed twice. Margaret moved beside Ethan, then whispered that the sedan belonged to her father. It was the same car Thomas Vale had driven on the day he disappeared. Rust covered the wheel wells, one headlight was cracked, and dark water streamed from beneath the doors despite the level pavement. Lila pointed toward the fogged rear window and said someone was sitting inside. Ethan unlocked the front door while Margaret grabbed his sleeve and warned him not to go outside. He reminded her that the car might contain her father. She answered that the vehicle had belonged to him twenty-seven years ago and that anything returning after so long might not be what it appeared to be.

Ethan stepped into the rain, and Lila followed close behind. Margaret remained beneath the doorway, holding the journal against her chest. The sedan’s engine was running, but the exhaust smelled like wet soil instead of gasoline. Ethan approached from the driver’s side and shined his phone light into the open front door. No one sat behind the wheel. A man occupied the back seat with his head leaning against the window and his face hidden beneath a work cap. He wore a dark jacket marked with the faded emblem of the Red Creek Water Authority, and mud covered his clothing from the waist down. When Ethan called Thomas Vale’s name, the man slowly raised his head. He looked no older than he did in the photograph taken in 1987.

Margaret stepped into the rain and whispered, “Dad?” Thomas turned toward her, and confusion passed across his face as though he recognized his daughter but could not understand why she had aged while he had not. He lifted one hand toward the door handle, then stopped and warned her not to come closer. Margaret froze several feet away. Thomas explained that the car had not returned for him. It had come for Daniel’s son. Ethan noticed a folded sheet of paper resting on the dashboard and reached through the open door, but Thomas struck the glass divider and shouted for him not to touch it. He said the car took whoever accepted the route and that it was how Red Creek brought people back. Ethan asked how else they were supposed to reach the town before midnight. Thomas told him they should not go at all, but when Ethan mentioned Lila’s name in the journal, the man looked at her with immediate recognition and said the Covenant had already marked its replacement.

Ethan opened the rear door, causing Thomas to retreat against the opposite side. He demanded to know what Daniel had stolen from the Covenant. Thomas said Ethan had already been told, but Ethan refused to accept a riddle as an answer. Thomas lowered his gaze toward his muddy hands and explained that Daniel had not stolen Ethan. He had changed him. Lila asked what that meant, and Thomas said the Covenant did not choose people simply because it wanted them dead. The creek changed those placed in the water and sometimes returned them. Most came back looking the same. They recognized their families, remembered their homes, and behaved normally enough to avoid suspicion. However, something else returned inside them. Ethan remembered the heading in the journal and asked what had entered the people who came back, but Thomas said he had never been allowed to know. His job had been to record the names, repair the doors, and make certain the returned never escaped the towns assigned to hold them.

The fifth bell sounded from somewhere beneath the street. The sedan’s locks slammed down at once, trapping Thomas inside. He lunged forward, pressed both hands against the window, and ordered them to move away from the car. The headlights turned deep red. Ethan grabbed Lila and pulled her backward as the sedan rolled forward without a driver. Margaret ran toward it, but Ethan caught her around the waist before she entered the road. Thomas pounded against the rear glass and shouted that they needed to find the old intake house. The sedan accelerated toward the intersection while Margaret screamed for her father. Instead of turning at the corner, the vehicle drove directly into the brick wall of an empty building. There was no crash or broken glass. The car passed through the wall as though entering deep water and disappeared.

The rain stopped instantly. Main Street became silent, and a folded page appeared in the center of the road. Ethan released Margaret and retrieved it. The paper was completely dry. A route had been drawn in black ink, beginning at Yesterday’s House and ending near the old Red Creek dam. A square beside the reservoir was labeled Intake House 217. Beneath the map, someone had written that one passenger could enter and two might return. Lila read the message and said it sounded like an invitation for Ethan to go alone. Ethan pointed out that it also promised two might return, but Lila reminded him that the message did not identify which two people those would be. Margaret wiped tears and rainwater from her face and repeated her father’s warning about the intake house. Ethan folded the map and placed it inside his coat.

The clocks inside Yesterday’s House chimed again. Six bells had now sounded. Ethan looked toward the dark road leading out of Bellweather and understood that every answer waited in Red Creek. His father had hidden the truth for most of Ethan’s life. Margaret’s father had been trapped or unchanged for twenty-seven years. Now Lila’s name appeared among the chosen, and the Covenant expected Ethan to surrender himself before midnight. Lila told him they would not follow the route in the sedan and that he would not travel alone. Ethan agreed to both conditions, though he had no idea what vehicle or road would safely bring them to the dam. They returned to the store to gather the journal, photograph, letter, map, and brass key. As Ethan approached the crate, he noticed the glass jar of creek water was missing. Margaret insisted she had not touched it. A cold object struck the inside of Ethan’s coat pocket. He reached inside and removed the sealed jar, though he had never placed it there. The water had changed from muddy red to a black so complete that the hanging light did not reflect from it. A faint voice came from within the glass. It sounded like a child counting from somewhere far below the surface.

“Seven,” the voice whispered.

The clocks answered with another chime before Ethan could move.

“Eight.”

The jar trembled in his hand, and Lila backed away as a tiny wet fingerprint appeared on the inside of the glass.

“Nine.”

The black water cleared for a single second. A child’s face appeared within it, pale and distorted by the curved glass. It was not the boy Ethan had seen on the bridge or the girl from the chamber. This child was younger, perhaps five years old, with dark hair
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