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Prologue

	The Day the River Took Everything

	Theo Sullivan was eleven years old the day the river changed his life.

	For years afterward, people would talk about the storm.

	Not because it was the worst storm Golden had ever seen.

	It wasn't.

	The town had survived floods, droughts, and winters far harsher than that October afternoon.

	No.

	People remembered that day because of what happened afterward.

	Because of what disappeared.

	Because of what was never found.

	And because some losses leave scars that entire communities carry.

	Golden sat nestled between rolling hills and the winding Silver Run River.

	It was the kind of town people forgot existed until they needed somewhere to escape.

	A place where everyone knew one another.

	A place where family histories stretched back generations.

	A place where secrets had roots.

	The river ran through the center of everything.

	It divided neighborhoods.

	Fed local farms.

	Created jobs.

	Provided beauty.

	Provided danger.

	The people of Golden respected the river the way sailors respected the sea.

	They loved it.

	But they never completely trusted it.

	On that particular afternoon, the sky darkened earlier than expected.

	Clouds gathered above the valley.

	Wind bent the trees along the shoreline.

	Rain arrived in sudden sheets.

	Heavy.

	Relentless.

	The kind that transformed roads into streams and streams into rivers.

	Theo remembered every detail.

	Not because he wanted to.

	Because trauma preserves certain moments with brutal clarity.

	He remembered the sound of thunder shaking the windows.

	He remembered his mother standing on the porch, staring toward the river.

	He remembered his father's truck pulling into the driveway.

	And he remembered the argument.

	Even now, decades later, fragments remained.

	Raised voices.

	Tension.

	Fear.

	Words spoken too quickly.

	Words spoken too late.

	The adults thought he couldn't hear.

	Children almost always hear more than adults realize.

	His mother wanted everyone inside.

	His father wanted to check something near the old bridge.

	A damaged barrier.

	A stranded vehicle.

	Somebody in trouble.

	The details had become blurred over time.

	The outcome had not.

	Theo watched his father leave through a curtain of rain.

	He watched the truck disappear down River Road.

	And that was the last time he ever saw him.

	At first, nobody panicked.

	People in Golden were accustomed to storms.

	Accustomed to temporary disruptions.

	Accustomed to uncertainty.

	Hours passed.

	Then more hours.

	Darkness arrived.

	The storm intensified.

	Still no sign of his father.

	The search began before sunrise.

	Volunteers gathered.

	Police arrived.

	Boats entered the swollen river.

	Search teams combed miles of shoreline.

	Everyone believed they would find him.

	The people of Golden always found their own.

	Until they didn't.

	Days became weeks.

	Weeks became months.

	The river gave nothing back.

	No body.

	No explanation.

	No answers.

	Only silence.

	The absence settled over the Sullivan family like a permanent shadow.

	His mother changed first.

	Grief does that.

	It rearranges people.

	Steals pieces.

	Leaves others behind.

	She stopped laughing.

	Stopped singing while cooking.

	Stopped talking about the future.

	The house grew quieter.

	Colder.

	Smaller.

	Theo changed too.

	Though nobody noticed at first.

	Children learn to hide pain.

	They learn to survive it.

	To carry it.

	To build themselves around it.

	He became the boy whose father vanished.

	The boy everyone felt sorry for.

	The boy who received sympathetic smiles.

	The boy people lowered their voices around.

	In a small town, tragedy becomes identity.

	Whether you want it to or not.

	Years passed.

	The river continued flowing.

	The town continued living.

	People married.

	Children were born.

	Businesses opened and closed.

	Life moved forward.

	Everyone accepted what happened.

	Everyone except Theo.

	Because deep inside, a question remained.

	A question that refused to disappear.

	What if the river didn't take everything?

	The thought arrived when he was young.

	Then stayed.

	Growing stronger with age.

	Something about the story never felt complete.

	Never felt right.

	His father simply vanished.

	No evidence.

	No answers.

	No goodbye.

	The explanation satisfied everyone else.

	It never satisfied him.

	Over time, curiosity became obsession.

	Obsession became purpose.

	Purpose became the quiet force shaping his life.

	Without realizing it, Theo spent decades chasing a ghost.

	Not merely his father.

	The truth.

	The difference mattered.

	Because truth and closure are not always the same thing.

	Some mysteries end.

	Others wait.

	Patiently.

	For years.

	For decades.

	For the right person to start asking questions.

	Golden continued guarding its secrets.

	The river continued carrying its memories.

	And Theo continued carrying a loss he never fully understood.

	Until one autumn morning, nearly thirty years later, a single discovery would force him to question everything he believed.

	Everything the town believed.

	Everything the river had supposedly taken.

	Because some stories are never truly lost.

	They simply wait beneath the surface.

	Waiting for someone brave enough to uncover them.

	Waiting for someone willing to follow the current all the way back to the beginning.

	And Theo Sullivan was finally ready.

	The river had taken many things from him.

	But it had not taken the truth.

	Not yet.

	And the truth, after all these years, was finally beginning to find its way home.
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	BEFORE THE FALL

	 


Chapter 1

	The Boy from Golden

	Everyone in Golden knew the Sullivan family.

	Not because they were wealthy.

	Not because they were powerful.

	Because they belonged.

	Their roots stretched deep into the town's history, woven into the same soil, riverbanks, and rolling hills that shaped generations before them.

	People trusted the Sullivans.

	They attended the same church.

	Worked the same land.

	Supported the same schools.

	Their story was Golden's story.

	At least, that was what people believed.

	Theo Sullivan grew up hearing that phrase.

	The Sullivans belong here.

	As a child, he accepted it without question.

	Children rarely examine the foundations of their world.

	They simply stand upon them.

	Golden seemed permanent then.

	The town sat quietly in the valley, surrounded by forests that transformed with the seasons.

	Spring painted the hills green.

	Summer brought festivals and river gatherings.

	Autumn covered everything in gold and crimson.

	Winter wrapped the town in silence.

	For eleven-year-old Theo, it felt like the center of the universe.

	Every road was familiar.

	Every face recognizable.

	Every story connected.

	His father, Michael Sullivan, was one of those stories.

	People liked Michael.

	Some admired him.

	Others depended on him.

	The man possessed an easy confidence that made strangers comfortable and friends loyal.

	He coached Little League.

	Helped neighbors repair fences.

	Volunteered whenever the town needed extra hands.

	If someone had described Michael Sullivan in one word, they would have chosen dependable.

	The irony would only become apparent years later.

	Theo worshipped him.

	The way boys often worship their fathers.

	Michael knew everything.

	Could fix anything.

	Fear nothing.

	At least that's how it appeared through the eyes of a child.

	Saturday mornings belonged to them.

	They fished the Silver Run River together.

	Not because they caught much.

	Because Michael believed conversations happened more naturally beside water.

	Sometimes they talked.

	Sometimes they didn't.

	The silence never felt uncomfortable.

	Theo remembered those mornings vividly.

	The mist rising from the river.

	The smell of wet earth.

	His father's laugh.

	The feeling of safety.

	Memory often preserves ordinary moments more carefully than extraordinary ones.

	Perhaps because we never realize they're disappearing.

	His mother, Claire Sullivan, balanced the family in ways Theo only understood later.

	Where Michael seemed effortless, Claire was deliberate.

	Where Michael followed instinct, Claire relied on planning.

	Together they worked.

	A partnership built through years of shared responsibilities and quiet affection.

	Looking back, Theo sometimes wondered whether she saw things others missed.

	Whether she noticed fractures before they widened.

	Whether she sensed danger long before it arrived.

	The possibility haunted him.

	Because after the storm, he replayed everything.

	Every conversation.

	Every memory.

	Every detail.

	Searching for clues.

	Searching for warning signs.

	Searching for answers.

	The human mind often mistakes hindsight for understanding.

	At eleven, however, Theo knew nothing about hindsight.

	He knew baseball.

	Fishing.

	School.

	Adventure.

	The simple concerns of childhood.

	One particular afternoon remained frozen in memory.

	Several weeks before the storm.

	Several weeks before everything changed.

	Father and son sat beside the river watching leaves drift downstream.

	Autumn had begun claiming the valley.

	Golden sunlight reflected across moving water.

	The world felt peaceful.

	Safe.

	Permanent.

	Michael pointed toward the current.

	"You know what rivers teach us?"

	Theo shrugged.

	At eleven, he wasn't particularly interested in life lessons.

	His father smiled.

	"They teach us that everything keeps moving."

	Theo frowned.

	"That's a weird lesson."

	Michael laughed.

	"It gets less weird when you're older."

	The answer made no sense.

	Most adult wisdom sounded confusing at the time.

	Only later did it become clear.

	Much later.

	His father stared at the water for several moments.

	Thoughtful.

	Quiet.

	Then he said something Theo wouldn't fully understand until adulthood.

	"People spend too much time fighting change."

	The river continued flowing.

	Leaves drifted past.

	The valley remained still.

	Theo skipped a stone across the surface.

	Three bounces.

	Then four.

	A personal record.

	He celebrated accordingly.

	His father applauded dramatically.

	The memory felt insignificant.

	Meaningless.

	Yet it remained.

	One of thousands of small moments surviving the years.

	The ordinary pieces that become priceless after loss.

	Golden itself seemed unchanged during those final weeks.

	The diner still filled every morning.

	The hardware store still opened at seven.

	Children still rode bicycles through neighborhoods.

	The church bell still rang every Sunday.

	Nothing appeared different.

	Yet beneath the surface, things were already shifting.

	Secrets often begin that way.

	Quietly.

	Unnoticed.

	A single conversation.

	A hidden decision.

	A forgotten promise.

	Tiny events creating consequences nobody can predict.

	Theo understood none of it.

	He was simply a boy from Golden.

	A boy who believed his family was exactly what it appeared to be.

	A boy who believed the people he loved would always remain.

	A boy who trusted the stories he'd been given.

	The world felt solid.

	Reliable.

	Understandable.

	That certainty would not survive the year.

	Because the storm wasn't the beginning.

	It only appeared that way.

	The real beginning happened long before.

	Hidden inside choices nobody discussed.

	Hidden inside truths nobody revealed.

	Hidden inside the history of a town that seemed ordinary from the outside.

	A town carrying secrets deep enough to alter lives.

	Golden remembered everything.

	Even the things people tried hardest to forget.

	And somewhere within those memories waited the answer to a mystery that would define Theo's life.

	He simply didn't know it yet.

	No one did.

	For now, he remained exactly what everyone believed him to be.

	The boy from Golden.

	The boy whose future seemed certain.

	The boy standing unknowingly at the edge of a story that would change everything.

	The boy before the fall.
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SOME STORIES ARE BURIED.
SOME ARE FORGOTTEN.

BUT SOME REFUSE TO STAY HIDDEN.






