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​Chapter 1: Low Water
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The call came at six-fourteen in the morning, which told Alex everything before the dispatcher finished speaking. Breaker's Reach didn't wake her up for accidents or domestics anymore. She'd been reassigned eight months ago, transferred to a desk job in the county seat where her reports went into filing systems instead of courtrooms. The department had made it clear: her work in Breaker's Reach had created complications. Complications didn't advance careers.

But coastal erosion didn't care about organizational charts.

Alex drove the coast road with her window down, salt air cutting through the coffee smell from the cup in her holder. The ocean stretched gray and flat to the horizon, tide out far enough to expose rock formations that spent most days underwater. March storms have been relentless this year. The dispatcher had used the word "remains" three times, never "body." That distinction mattered.

She passed the turnoff to the old cannery, then the boat launch where teenagers parked on summer nights. The road curved along the bluff line, and she could see the response vehicles ahead—two county units, the medical examiner's van, and a truck from the state geology survey. No media yet. Someone had been smart about the radio traffic.

Alex parked behind the ME's van and grabbed her field kit from the trunk. The wind hit harder up here on the exposed bluff, steady and cold. Below, the beach stretched in both directions, dark sand studded with driftwood and kelp. The tide line sat a quarter mile out, leaving behind tidal pools that reflected the overcast sky.

Deputy Chen stood at the edge of the bluff, looking down. He'd been green when Alex left Breaker's Reach, still learning to read a scene instead of just securing it. He'd filled out since then, lost the uncertain posture.

"Rowe," he said. No surprise in his voice. He'd probably been the one who suggested they call her.

"Chen."

"It's bad."

"Tell me what you know."

He gestured toward the bluff edge. "Jogger called it in at five-forty. She saw what she thought was driftwood, got closer, realized it wasn't. We got here at six hundred. ME arrived twenty minutes ago. She's down there now."

Alex moved to the edge and looked down. The bluff face had collapsed in a section about fifteen feet wide, recent enough that the exposed earth still showed the layers of sediment in distinct bands. Forty feet below, Dr. Sarah Vance knelt in the sand beside a dark shape that didn't belong to the beach's natural debris.

"How stable is the bluff?" Alex asked.

"Geology survey says it's actively failing. They want everyone off the beach by noon. Another storm system's coming in tonight."

Alex studied the collapse pattern. The bluff had been eroding for years—she could see older scars where previous sections had given way—but this failure looked recent. Days, maybe a week. The exposed face showed roots from the scrub vegetation above, dangling like severed nerves.

"Who else knows?"

"Just us and the ME. Sheriff's on his way. He told me to keep it contained until you assessed."

That was interesting. Sheriff Drummond had signed off on her transfer. He'd sat across from her in his office and explained, in careful language, that her continued presence in Breaker's Reach was creating friction with certain community members. People who mattered. People whose families had been here for generations.

Alex started down the access path that switchbacked along the bluff face. The trail was unofficial, worn by fishermen and beachcombers, steep enough that she had to watch her footing. Loose stones skittered ahead of her boots. The sound of the ocean grew louder as she descended—not waves, since the tide was out, but the constant background static of water moving over sand and rock.

Dr. Vance looked up as Alex reached the beach. She was in her fifties, competent and direct, someone who'd spent enough time with death to treat it as a technical problem rather than a tragedy.

"They pulled you back in," Vance said.

"Apparently."

"Good. You'll want to see this."

Alex crossed the sand. Up close, the shape resolved into human remains, partially exposed where the bluff collapse had torn away the earth that had hidden them. The body had been wrapped in what looked like canvas or heavy fabric, now degraded and stained dark. Rope—thick, marine-grade—bound the wrapping at intervals. And weights. Concrete blocks, the kind used for anchoring, are still attached.

"Deliberately buried," Alex said.

"Very deliberately. And look at the position."

The body lay parallel to the bluff face, head pointing north. The wrapping had split in places, showing bone beneath. The skull was visible, turned slightly to the side. Adult, based on the size. The fabric had preserved more than Alex would have expected, creating a barrier between the remains and the soil.

"How long?" Alex asked.

"Preliminary? Decades. The fabric degradation, the rope type, the concrete composition—I'd estimate twenty to forty years minimum. I'll know more after examination, but this isn't recent."

Alex knelt beside the remains, careful not to disturb anything. The sand around the burial site was still damp from the receding tide. She could see where water had pooled in the depression created by the bluff collapse, then drained away. The body had been buried deep enough that normal erosion wouldn't have exposed it. This collapse had been catastrophic, tearing away ten feet of bluff face in a single failure.

She looked up at the bluff, tracing the layers of sediment. The burial would have been at ground level when it was made, which meant the bluff had been that much further inland. Decades of erosion had brought the edge closer and closer until the storm finally triggered the collapse.

"Positioning is deliberate," Alex said. "Parallel to the shore, specific depth, weighted to prevent movement. Someone knew what they were doing."

"Someone who understood tides and erosion," Vance agreed. "Or thought they did."

Alex stood and walked a slow circle around the site, reading the beach like text. The bluff face showed the burial layer clearly—a darker band of soil about six feet down from the current surface. The collapse had created a cross-section, exposing the stratigraphy. She could see where the burial had been dug into older sediment, then backfilled.

"Where exactly are we?" she asked Chen, who had followed her down.

He pulled out his phone, checked the GPS. "That's the thing. We're right on the line."

"Which line?"

"County and state jurisdiction. The original survey markers are gone—erosion took them years ago. But according to the old maps, this section of beach was disputed territory. County claimed it, state claimed it, and they never fully resolved it."

Alex looked at the remains again. Someone had chosen this spot carefully. Not just for concealment, but for confusion. A body buried where jurisdiction blurred, where responsibility could be deflected, where an investigation might stall in bureaucratic limbo.

"Who owned the land above?" she asked.

Chen hesitated. "It's changed hands a few times. Currently it's part of the coastal preserve. Before that, it was private property. Before that..." He trailed off.

"Before that, what?"

"Before that, it was part of the Mercer holdings."

The name hung in the salt air. Mercer. One of the founding families, the ones who'd built Breaker's Reach from fishing village to tourist destination. The ones whose influence had gotten Alex transferred.

She walked to the water's edge, where the sand was firm and dark. The tide had turned, starting its slow return. In six hours, this entire section of beach would be underwater. The bluff collapse would continue, accelerated by wave action. Whatever evidence remained would be compromised or destroyed.

"We need to excavate the entire site," Alex said. "Today. Before the tide comes back in."

"Geology survey says—"

"I know what they say. But this is a crime scene, and it's about to be destroyed. We document everything, we remove the remains, and we map the burial context. We have maybe four hours of workable time."

Vance nodded. "I'll call for the recovery team. But Alex, you need to understand what you're looking at here. This isn't just old. This is buried deep enough, hidden well enough, that someone expected it to stay hidden forever. They chose a location that was already eroding, probably figuring the body would eventually wash out to sea and any evidence would be scattered or destroyed."

"But they miscalculated," Alex said.

"They miscalculated the rate of erosion. Or the severity of the storms. Or both. The bluff collapsed before the burial could erode naturally. Instead of washing away, it's exposed intact."

Alex looked back at the wrapped remains. The rope, the weights, the careful positioning—all of it spoke to planning and knowledge. Someone had known how to dispose of a body in a way that would make identification difficult and discovery unlikely. Someone had understood the coast, the tides, the geology.

Someone local.

She pulled out her phone and took photographs, documenting the scene from multiple angles. The bluff face, the exposed stratigraphy, the position of the remains, the relationship to the tide line. She photographed the rope knots—they were distinctive, maritime knots tied by someone who knew their craft. She photographed the concrete weights, noting the style and composition.

"The fabric," she said to Vance. "Can you identify it?"

"Possibly. It looks like canvas, heavy-duty. Could be sail cloth, tarp material, something industrial. I'll need to examine it in the lab."

"And the rope?"

"Manila, I think. Natural fiber. That dates it—synthetic rope became standard in the seventies and eighties. If this is Manila, we're looking at pre-1980, probably."

Alex did the math. Pre-1980 meant at least forty-four years. Whoever had buried this body might be dead themselves by now. Or they might be living in Breaker's Reach, watching the news, waiting to see if their secret had finally surfaced.

She heard an engine above and looked up to see Sheriff Drummond's vehicle pulling in beside the others. He'd come himself, which meant he understood the implications. A moment later, he appeared at the top of the bluff, looking down at the scene.

Alex waved Chen over. "Start a log. Everyone who comes down here, everyone who sees the remains, everyone who touches anything. Time, name, purpose. No exceptions."

"You think this is going to get complicated."

"It's already complicated. We're just documenting it now."
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​Chapter 2: No Name
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The Breaker's Reach Sheriff's Department occupied a low brick building two blocks from the harbor. Alex had worked out of a temporary desk during her first assignment here, tucked in a corner near the evidence room. Now she was back in that same corner, the desk cleared but still marked with coffee rings and the faint outline where someone's nameplate had been removed.

She opened her laptop and started with the basics. Missing persons reports, Breaker's Reach and surrounding counties, 1970 to 1990. The database was newer than the cases, digitized in the early 2000s from paper records. Someone had done the data entry, which meant someone had made choices about what to include.

The search returned forty-three results. Alex opened a spreadsheet and began working through them one by one.

Most were resolved. Runaways who came home, adults who'd left voluntarily, bodies found and identified. She noted the ones that remained open, cross-referencing dates and descriptions against what little they knew about the remains. Adult, likely male based on Vance's preliminary assessment, buried between 1970 and 1984 based on the rope and fabric.

By noon, she'd eliminated thirty-eight cases. The remaining five were possibles, but none of them felt right. Two were women. One was a teenager. The other two were men, but both had been reported missing in the late eighties, after synthetic rope had become standard.

She sat back and looked at the list. Forty-three missing persons over twenty years. A coastal town with a population that had ranged from eight thousand to twelve thousand during that period. The numbers seemed low.

She pulled up the state database and ran the same search with a wider geographic range. The results were more consistent with population density. Breaker's Reach was an outlier. Either people didn't go missing here, or they weren't reported when they did.

Alex closed the laptop and walked down the hall to the records room. The clerk was a woman in her fifties named Patricia Moss, who'd worked for the department for thirty years. She looked up when Alex entered, her expression neutral.

"Detective Rowe. Heard you were back."

"Temporarily."

"That's what they said last time." Patricia's tone was dry but not unfriendly. "What do you need?"

"Missing persons reports. Paper files, 1970 to 1990."

"Those should all be digitized."

"I want to see the originals."

Patricia studied her for a moment, then stood and walked to a row of filing cabinets along the back wall. She pulled open a drawer and gestured. "Chronological. Seventy through eighty-five in this cabinet, eighty-six through ninety-five in the next one."

Alex pulled out the first folder. It was thin, containing three reports from 1970. She compared them to her spreadsheet. All three were in the database. She moved to the next folder. 1971. Four reports. All accounted for.

She worked through the decade systematically, checking each report against the digital records. Everything matched. No discrepancies, no missing files. The folders were neat, organized, complete.

Too complete.

She pulled out the 1978 folder and counted the reports. Six. She checked the database. Six entries for 1978. She opened each report and scanned the details. Names, dates, descriptions, investigating officers. Everything was there.

But something was wrong.

She went back to 1970 and started again, this time reading more carefully. The reports were professional, thorough. Each one documented the initial complaint, the investigation, the outcome or lack thereof. The handwriting varied—different officers, different years. The forms themselves had changed slightly over the decade, updated versions with different layouts.

But the tone was consistent. Every report treated the missing person as a legitimate concern. Every investigation was documented, even the ones that went nowhere. There were follow-up notes, witness interviews, search efforts.

These were real cases, handled properly.

Which meant the absence she was looking for wouldn't be here.

Alex closed the folder and looked at Patricia. "Were there ever any reports that didn't get filed?"

"What do you mean?"

"Complaints that came in but didn't result in an official report."

Patricia's expression didn't change. "If someone reported a person missing, we filed a report. That's procedure."

"What if the person wasn't officially missing? What if someone just asked about them?"

"Then it would depend on the circumstances. If there was no evidence of foul play, no reason to believe the person was in danger, we might not open a case."

"Would there be a record of the inquiry?"

"Depends on who took it and how seriously they took it. Might be a note in a duty log. Might be nothing."

Alex nodded. "Can I see the duty logs from that period?"

Patricia hesitated. "Those aren't usually part of an investigation."

"This isn't a usual investigation."

"I'd need authorization from the sheriff."

"I'll get it."

Alex walked back to her desk and called Drummond's office. His assistant put her through after a brief hold.

"What do you need?" Drummond asked.

"Access to duty logs, 1970 to 1990."

There was a pause. "Why?"

"The missing persons reports are clean. Too clean. If someone disappeared and it wasn't reported officially, there might be a note in the logs."

"You're looking for something that isn't there."

"I'm looking for why it isn't there."

Another pause. "I'll call Patricia. But Alex—don't make this into something it's not."

"I'm just following the evidence."

"That's what worries me."

He hung up. Five minutes later, Patricia appeared at Alex's desk with a stack of leather-bound logbooks. She set them down without comment and walked away.

Alex opened the first one. January 1970. The entries were handwritten, brief notations of calls, complaints, incidents. Domestic disturbance, noise complaint, traffic accident. The mundane rhythm of small-town law enforcement.

She read through the year, then the next, then the next. The logs were detailed, consistent. Officers noted everything, even minor interactions. A woman asking about her neighbor's dog. A man reporting suspicious activity that turned out to be teenagers. A parking complaint that did not require a formal report.

But no inquiries about missing people that hadn't resulted in official reports.

She reached 1978 and slowed down, reading more carefully. July, August, September. Nothing. She moved to October.

October 14, 1978. A note in handwriting she didn't recognize: "Woman called asking about transient worker, last seen two weeks ago. No name given. Advised to call back if she had more information."

Alex read it again. No name for the worker. No name for the woman who called. No follow-up entry.

She checked the missing persons reports for October 1978. Nothing matched.

She kept reading. November, December. Nothing. She moved to 1979.

March 3, 1979. Different handwriting: "Man inquired about day laborer, Hispanic male, 30s, hasn't been seen since January. No formal complaint. Advised to return if situation changes."

No name. No follow-up.

Alex went back to the missing persons database and searched for Hispanic males in their thirties reported missing in early 1979. Nothing in Breaker's Reach. One case in the county, but he'd been found alive three weeks later.

She continued through the logs, making notes. Over the next decade, she found six more entries like the first two. Brief inquiries about people who'd disappeared. No names, or only first names. No formal reports filed. No follow-ups.

The pattern was clear. These weren't people who mattered enough to generate paperwork. Transients, day laborers, seasonal workers. People who moved through town without leaving traces. People whose absence wouldn't be noticed by anyone except the few who'd known them briefly.

People who could disappear without anyone asking why.

Alex pulled out her phone and called Vance.

"Tell me you have something," she said.

"Preliminary exam confirms male, age thirty-five to fifty at time of death. Cause of death unclear—no obvious trauma to the bones, but that doesn't rule out soft tissue injury or asphyxiation. I'm running tests on the fabric and rope, but it'll take time."

"Anything that might help with identification?"

"No dental work. No surgical pins or plates. No jewelry. Whoever this was, they either didn't have access to medical care or didn't need it."

"What about the clothing under the canvas?"

"Deteriorated, but I found fragments. Work clothes, I think. Heavy cotton, simple construction. Nothing distinctive."

"So we have a middle-aged man in work clothes, buried forty years ago, with no dental records and no one reported him missing."

"That's what we have."

Alex thanked her and hung up. She looked at the logbooks stacked on her desk, then at her notes. Seven inquiries over ten years. Seven people who'd disappeared without generating official concern. Any of them could be the body on the beach.

Or none of them.

She opened her laptop and started a new document. She typed out each inquiry exactly as it appeared in the logs, with dates and the names of the officers who'd taken the calls. Then she cross-referenced the dates with property records, looking for construction projects, seasonal businesses, anything that might have employed transient workers.

The Mercer property had been active during most of that period. Development plans, surveying work, environmental assessments. All of it would have required labor.

She made a note to request employment records, knowing they probably didn't exist. Transient workers were often paid in cash, no paperwork, no trail. It was cheaper that way, and no one asked questions.

By late afternoon, her eyes were tired and her back ached from sitting. She'd gone through every logbook, every missing persons report, every database she had access to. The absence was complete. Whoever was buried on that beach had left no official trace. No report, no investigation, no record of concern.

It wasn't neglect. It was design.

Someone had made sure this person could disappear without consequence. And forty years later, the system that had allowed it was still intact, still functioning, still protecting itself.

Alex closed her laptop and looked out the window. The sun was setting, casting long shadows across the parking lot. She thought about the body on the beach, wrapped in canvas and weighted with concrete, buried where the jurisdiction blurred and the tide could be counted on to keep secrets.

Someone had known exactly what they were doing. Someone had understood how to make a person disappear, not just physically but bureaucratically. How to ensure that even if the body was found, there would be no name to attach to it, no family to demand justice, no investigation to follow.

The absence wasn't an accident. It was the point.

Alex gathered her notes and locked them in her desk drawer. Tomorrow she'd start looking for the people who'd made those brief inquiries in the duty logs. Most of them were probably gone by now, moved away or dead. But someone might remember. Someone might know a name.

She walked out to her car and sat for a moment before starting the engine. The department building looked ordinary in the fading light, just another small-town sheriff's office doing small-town work.

But she knew better now. She'd seen the gaps in the records, the careful absence of information. She'd seen how easy it was to erase someone, how little it took to make them disappear.

And she understood that whoever had buried that body hadn't just hidden it from sight. They'd hidden it from history, from memory, from justice itself.

The question now was whether anyone in Breaker's Reach wanted it found.
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