Chapter One
The Falling

The first flakes began just after midnight. At first, nobody noticed.
The town of Blackridge slept beneath a cold December sky while darkness drifted silently from the clouds. The flakes floated lazily through the yellow glow of streetlights, settling on roofs, sidewalks, and frozen fields. They looked almost beautiful. Like black stars. Like burnt lace. Like ashes from a fire large enough to consume the world.
By dawn, the snowbanks were dusted with soot-colored powder. People complained online. Some blamed pollution. Others blamed the Titan Polymer plant. Most laughed it off.
By afternoon, twelve-year-old Dylan Archer was walking home from school when he saw something protruding from a drift beside the river path. At first he thought it was a stick. Then he noticed the fingernail. He stared. The finger looked pale against the black flakes surrounding it. 
Frozen.
Human.
Waiting.
Dylan backed away. For several seconds he couldn't move.
The river murmured behind him. The wind whispered through the trees. Above him, more black snow drifted from the sky.
The finger wasn't alone. Something larger lay buried beneath the surface. A hand. Part of a wrist. And then the outline of an arm disappearing into the dark accumulation.
Dylan screamed.
____________________________________________________________________________________
Miles away, journalist Evelyn Cross was standing outside her apartment with a cup of coffee. She watched the strange snowfall collect on parked cars. Something about it bothered her. Not because it was unusual.
Blackridge specialized in unusual.
No.
What unsettled her was the smell.
A faint chemical odor drifted through the air.
Plastic.
Burnt plastic.
The scent triggered an old memory she couldn't quite reach. Then her phone rang. The police scanner app began exploding with alerts. A body had been found.
Evelyn stared at the black flakes settling onto her sleeve. One landed on her fingertip.
Tiny.
Sharp-edged.
Artificial.
Not snow at all.
And without realizing why, she suddenly felt afraid. Because somewhere above Blackridge, something was falling from the sky. And it wasn't supposed to be there.













Chapter 2
The Finger

By sunset, the black snow had become the only thing anyone in Blackridge wanted to talk about. It coated windshields. It gathered in gutters. It settled across rooftops like a dark warning. And everywhere it fell, people stared at the sky more often than they normally did.
Evelyn Cross parked beside the yellow police tape stretched along the frozen riverbank. The crowd had doubled since morning. Parents grabbed children by the hand and hurried them away. Reporters from neighboring counties were beginning to arrive. The discovery had transformed a strange weather event into something far more unsettling.
A death.
Possibly a murder.
Possibly something worse.
Evelyn flashed her press credentials and ducked beneath the tape. No one stopped her. Most of the officers already knew who she was.
Detective Mason Reyes stood near the excavation area, speaking quietly with a forensic technician.
Tall and broad-shouldered, Reyes looked exhausted.
His eyes carried the permanent fatigue of a man who had spent too many years looking at things people weren't meant to see. When he spotted Evelyn approaching, his expression immediately darkened.
"You're early."
"I'm a reporter."
"That's another way of saying you're a pain."
She smiled.
"I missed your charm."
"You missed nothing."
He nodded toward the excavation site.
"What have you heard?"
"Only rumors."
"Good."
"Which means they're true."
The detective sighed.
"I hate talking to journalists."
"And yet you're talking."
He looked around to ensure nobody was within earshot. Then he lowered his voice.
"We've recovered more remains."
Evelyn's stomach tightened.
"How much more?"
"Enough."
That answer told her everything she needed to know.
Not an accident.
Not a single body.
Something much bigger.
The excavation pit sat beneath portable floodlights. Medical examiners moved carefully around a partially exposed section of frozen earth. Dark flakes covered everything. The black snow had settled over the site all day long, creating the illusion that the remains had emerged from darkness itself.
One investigator knelt beside a tarp.
Another photographed evidence markers.
The atmosphere felt wrong. Not urgent. Not chaotic. Almost reverent. Like a gravesite.
"How old?" Evelyn asked.
"We don't know."
"Male or female?"
"We don't know."
"What do you know?"
Reyes stared at the pit. Then he said something that made the cold feel sharper.
"We found pieces."
Evelyn followed his gaze.
"What kind of pieces?"
The detective remained silent. That silence was answer enough. Human pieces. Not a complete body. Fragments. Scattered remains. Whoever had ended up here hadn't simply died. Something had happened afterward. Something terrible.
A gust of wind swept across the river. Black flakes spiraled through the floodlights. For a moment they resembled millions of insects.
Evelyn shivered.
____________________________________________________________________________________
Across town, Grace Holloway watched the local news from her office television. The report showed aerial footage of the riverbank.
Police vehicles.
Crowds.
Barriers.
Reporters.
Everything she had feared. Everything she had spent years preventing. Her phone rang. She already knew who it would be.
"Grace."
The voice belonged to Arthur Sinclair. Titan Polymer's chief executive officer.
"What happened?" he asked.
"The remains were found."
"I know that."
His voice sharpened.
"What I need to know is how."
Grace stared through the office window. Beyond the industrial complex, smokestacks rose into the darkening sky. The first lights of evening glowed across Blackridge.
"I don't know," she answered.
"You'd better find out."
The line went dead. Grace lowered the phone. For several seconds she sat completely motionless. Then she opened a locked desk drawer. Inside sat a thick folder. No labels. No identifying marks. Just hundreds of pages.
Records.
Reports.
Names.
Secrets.
Evidence.
Enough to destroy Titan Polymer forever. Enough to destroy her. She closed the drawer.
Slowly.
Carefully.
As if sealing a coffin.
____________________________________________________________________________________
Twenty miles outside town, Harold Voss sat alone in darkness. The television illuminated the small living room in flickering blue light. The same news report played there too. The same riverbank. The same police vehicles. The same discovery.
Harold smiled.
A thin smile. A disappointed smile. Someone had found them. Not all of them. Just one. Maybe two. But still. It was enough to create problems. He switched channels. Then switched back. The reporter stood in falling black snow, speaking urgently into a microphone.
Harold leaned forward.
Interested.
Curious.
Not frightened.
He had spent decades avoiding capture. Decades learning patience.  One discovery changed nothing.
Yet, still something bothered him.
The finger.
The remains.
The timing.
It felt wrong.
He had not left those pieces there. Someone else had. Which meant there was another predator moving through Blackridge. That realization excited him far more than it scared him. 
____________________________________________________________________________________
Two hours later, Evelyn sat inside the offices of the Blackridge Sentinel. Her editor had already demanded three separate updates. Social media traffic was exploding. The entire state seemed fascinated by the mystery unfolding in their small town.
A notification appeared on her computer.
Inbox: 1 New Message.
Unknown sender.
No subject line.
No name.
Just an attachment.
Her pulse quickened. She clicked it. A scanned document appeared. Industrial laboratory results.
Chemical analysis.
Environmental samples.
At first the language looked technical. Then she noticed highlighted sections.
MICROPLASTIC POLYMER PARTICLES PRESENT.
INDUSTRIAL SOURCE SUSPECTED.
BIOLOGICAL TRACE MATERIAL DETECTED.
Evelyn frowned.
Biological material?
She continued reading.
Her eyes widened.
The samples had been collected from the black snow. Not from the body. From the flakes falling over Blackridge. The email contained a second document. And a third. The last page included a handwritten note. Only six words.
THEY ARE LYING ABOUT EVERYTHING. No signature. No explanation. Nothing else.
The sender vanished before she could trace the address.
Evelyn stared through the newsroom window.
Outside, the black snow continued to fall. Thicker now. Heavier. The streetlights illuminated countless drifting flakes, Plastic, not snow. Artificial. Manufactured. And somewhere inside those flakes, according to the report, traces of biological material existed. Human material. The realization made her stomach turn. The remains at the riverbank suddenly felt less important. Because a far more disturbing question had emerged.
What if the body wasn't the source of the contamination?
What if the contamination was the source of the body?
And what if Blackridge had been breathing it for years?
Outside, darkness swallowed the town.
Inside Titan Polymer, machinery continued grinding deep into the night. And beneath the factory, unseen by anyone above, something waited in the dark. 
____________________________________________________________________________________
Grace Holloway hated surprises. She built her life around eliminating them. Data replaced uncertainty. Procedures prevented mistakes. Control ensured survival. That was why, at 6:17 p.m., when she saw the aerial footage on the television mounted inside her office, a rare tremor passed through her hands. The news helicopter drifted above the frozen river outside Blackridge. Police vehicles formed a ring around a brightly lit excavation site. Yellow crime scene tape fluttered in the wind A reporter stood before the camera while black flakes drifted around her like ash. "...additional human remains have reportedly been recovered..." Grace muted the television. The silence felt worse. For several seconds she stared motionlessly at the screen. Her reflection looked back at her from the glass.
Composed.
Professional.
Unconcerned.
A lie.
Her heart was beating too fast. The first remains should never have surfaced. The containment projections had been precise. The burial locations had been mapped. Everything had been calculated. So what went wrong? She rose from her desk and crossed the office. Below her window, Titan Polymer stretched across dozens of acres. Smoke rose from stacks. Security lights illuminated roads winding between storage tanks and production buildings. Thousands of people depended on this place.
Families.
Workers.
An entire town.
They had mortgages because of Titan. Schools existed because of Titan. Businesses survived because of Titan. People who wanted "the truth" never understood that. Truth had consequences. Truth destroyed things.
Her phone vibrated.
Arthur Sinclair. The CEO.
Grace already knew the conversation before she answered.
"Tell me it's under control."
She closed her eyes briefly.
"No."
A long silence followed. The kind of silence wealthy men used when deciding whether to become angry. Finally he spoke.
"How bad?"
"I don't know yet."
That answer irritated him.
"I don't pay you not to know."
"You pay me to solve problems."
"Then solve this one."
The line went dead. Grace lowered the phone. Anger flared for a moment. Not at Sinclair. At the situation. At the stupidity of it. Someone had failed.
The river site wasn't random. The remains had come from somewhere. Someone had moved them. Or exposed them. And if one burial location had been compromised—
Her thoughts stopped.
A much darker possibility appeared. What if it wasn't an accident? What if somebody was digging? Someone searching. Someone who already suspected. She crossed to the locked drawer of her desk. The key hung hidden beneath the edge of the cabinet. She removed it and unlocked the drawer. Inside sat a thick black file.
No title.
No corporate branding.
No labels.
Only secrets.
Grace flipped through the pages; Environmental reports, Internal audits, contamination studies, employee records, Incident reports, names. There were so many names. People who had discovered things they shouldn't have, some dead, some missing, some paid to remain silent. A few pages deeper she found the familiar photograph
