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Chapter 1 – Whispers Along the Water




The Dordogne River moved with a quiet, ancient patience—a glassy surface hiding centuries of secrets beneath it. In the early morning light, the water looked almost metallic, reflecting the soft lavender sky as mist skimmed above it like drifting veils. Fishermen setting out from the small quay offered nods to one another, their conversations low, as though even they feared to disturb the river’s slumber.




Grace Whitmore stood on the stone embankment, hands in the pockets of her light jacket, watching the tranquility with growing curiosity. Tranquility always came with a catch, she’d learned. Whether in Lyon, Athens, Malta, or Provence, stillness was rarely natural. It often came just before the trouble began.




She wasn’t in the Dordogne for a case—at least not officially. She had come to research medieval trading routes for an article she promised to a history magazine. But history had a habit of being pushed aside wherever Grace went. Mystery tended to take its place.




The soft crunch of gravel behind her made her turn. A man in his sixties, round-shouldered and wearing a faded cap, approached with a slow, careful gait. His boots were wet, and his hands were shaking slightly as he held a fishing pole.




“You’re the Englishwoman staying at Madame Roux’s gîte,” he said without preamble. His accent was thickly regional, his eyes sharp despite his age.




“I am,” Grace answered. “Grace.”




He studied the river, not her. “The water talks in the mornings. Some people listen, some do not.”




Grace had encountered many cryptic locals in her travels, but this man had the unmistakable tone of someone who knew something—something he wasn’t sure he should share.




“What did it say today?” she asked lightly.




He didn’t smile. “That something came down the current last night. Something that doesn’t belong here.”




Before Grace could question him further, he dipped his cap and walked off, leaving her staring after him.




Something… or someone?




A breeze stirred the mist, and for a moment, Grace saw what looked like a shape caught against the branches near the far bank. She squinted. It vanished with the shifting light.




A trick of the eye? Or something more?




She took a step forward.




A shout cut through the quiet morning.




“Madame! You must stay back!”




Grace turned. A young municipal officer jogged toward her, waving his hands. Behind him, a pair of firefighters were climbing down the bank toward the water, their ropes already fixed to the stone railing.




“What’s happened?” Grace asked.




“There’s been… an incident,” the officer said, panting lightly. “They found something tangled near the bend.”




Grace didn’t need to ask what. The grim expression on the boy’s face said enough.




Her attention drifted again to the far side of the river, where she had seen that faint shape moments earlier. Something—or someone—had indeed drifted with the current.




And the river, it seemed, had tried to warn her.










By the time Grace reached the small quay, the firefighters had already maneuvered a long pole with a hooked line down into the swirling shallows. The mist was thinning, revealing flashes of dark cloth beneath the water. A crowd of early risers gathered along the embankment—tourists clutching cameras, locals whispering behind their hands.




Grace slipped between two elderly sisters murmuring prayers and moved to the front, just behind the officer who had stopped her earlier.




“Please, everyone stay back,” he called out, though people only leaned farther forward.




Within minutes, the firefighters pulled a dark, sodden shape free from the branches and wrestled it onto the bank. They worked with brisk, grim efficiency, but even from Grace’s distance, she saw pale skin and an arm limp as riverweed.




A young woman. Barely more than thirty.




Her long hair clung to her face like wet strings; her clothing—smart, practical—suggested she hadn’t been swimming, nor had she fallen by accident.




Grace’s stomach tightened.




Madame Roux, her gîte host, pushed her way to the edge of the crowd with a hand pressed to her lips. “Mon Dieu… that poor woman. I—I think she stayed here last summer. A kayaker, yes? An adventurous type.”




“Do you know her name?” Grace asked softly.




Madame Roux shook her head. “Only that she was from Bordeaux. She said she liked the quiet here.” Her eyes filled with tears. “So much quiet around death.”




Grace placed a comforting hand on the woman’s shoulder.




Then she noticed the fisherman from earlier standing apart from the crowd. His eyes were fixed not on the body but on Grace.




He dipped his chin once—slowly, knowingly—before turning and walking away.










The police cordoned off the area within the hour. Tourists were redirected. The river remained eerily calm as investigators studied the site.




Grace watched, silent, observing every detail. She hadn’t intended to involve herself. But the Dordogne had a way of pulling people in—sometimes literally.




She overheard two officers conferring near the tape line.




“The bruising… not from rocks,” one whispered.




“No ID yet.”




“And that mark on her wrist—the rope burn—”




Grace’s heartbeat quickened.




This was no accident.




And the river had carried the evidence right to her feet.




As she turned to leave, the municipal officer hurried to her.




“Madame Whitmore?” he said breathlessly. “The captain would like to speak with you.”




Grace blinked. “With me? Why?”




“You were seen near the river when the call came in,” he explained. “And the fisherman who reported it—he said he spoke to you first.”




Grace raised an eyebrow. “Oh? Did he say anything else?”




The officer frowned. “No. Only that you might have noticed something.”




Grace exhaled. Things were beginning sooner than she expected.




“Very well,” she said. “Take me to your captain.”




Behind her, the river continued to glide past—silent, relentless, ancient.




But Grace could almost feel it whispering again.




Whatever had happened last night… it wasn’t finished.




Not by a long shot.


The captain’s temporary command post was set up beside the old stone bridge, where a thick cluster of police vans and municipal vehicles crowded the narrow road. Blue lights pulsed silently, ribbons of color reflecting across the river’s surface. Officers moved with tight purpose, carrying equipment cases, cameras, and waterproof bags back and forth as they combed the riverbank.




Grace followed the young municipal officer past a line of gendarmes taking statements. The scene was orderly but tense—the way scenes always were when an unexpected death had cracked open the calm of a small French town.




Captain Lucien Marais stood beside a portable table covered in maps, evidence bags, and a thermos of what looked like violently strong coffee. He was in his late forties, tall, with sharp cheekbones and a permanent squint, as though the world presented him with more puzzles than he had time for. His dark hair was clipped short, streaked at the temples with early silver.




When he saw Grace approach, he straightened and offered a curt nod. “Madame Whitmore, thank you for coming. I understand you were near the river before the discovery.”




Grace nodded. “I was. I usually take a walk early. The mist on the Dordogne is beautiful.”




He didn’t smile. “And did you see anything unusual?”




Grace considered her words. “Not unusual enough to report, no. But I did see the fisherman who eventually alerted you.”




“Henri Delmas,” Marais said, one corner of his mouth tightening. “He mentioned he spoke to you.”




“He told me the river ‘talked’ this morning—that something came down the current last night that didn’t belong.” Grace watched the captain’s expression shift, very slightly. “It struck me as an odd phrase.”




“Henri is… poetic,” Marais said diplomatically.




“Is that the word you’d use?” Grace asked gently.




A brief flash of amusement lit his gaze, then vanished as quickly as it had come. “He is a man who notices things. Sometimes that helps us. Sometimes it complicates matters.”




Marais gestured toward two chairs under a canopy. “May we sit? I only need a few minutes of your time.”




Grace took the seat, crossing her legs and resting her hands in her lap. The captain flipped open a notebook.




“Describe exactly what you saw,” he said. “Anything at all. Even if you think it was nothing.”




Grace told him about the faint shape she’d glimpsed among the branches, the odd way the mist had shifted, the trembling fisherman with the wet boots and cryptic warning. She mentioned Madame Roux’s recollection of the woman who might have stayed at the gîte months ago.




Marais wrote quickly, nodding occasionally.




“And you did not touch anything at the scene?” he asked finally.




“Of course not.”




“Good.” He closed his notebook. “Do you have intentions of remaining in Bergerac?”




“For at least another week,” Grace said. “I’m researching medieval trade routes along the Dordogne.”




“It is a peaceful subject,” he said with a faint irony. “I hope you find your stay peaceful as well.”




They both knew how unlikely that was.




Grace studied his face. “Do you know who she is? The victim?”




Marais hesitated. “We are working on it.”




Which meant yes, they had an idea—but they weren’t ready to say.




“And how long had she been in the water?” Grace asked.




Again, a flicker of hesitation. “Long enough for us to be concerned.”




Grace nodded slowly. “She didn’t drown here. You believe she was placed in the river upstream.”




Marais’s silence confirmed it.




“And,” Grace continued softly, “there were rope marks on her wrist.”




This time Marais didn’t look surprised. “You have sharp eyes.”




“You have a loud team,” Grace replied. “And I have a habit of listening.”




He exhaled with a resigned sigh. “You’re the writer—the one who solves things she shouldn’t?”




Grace smiled faintly. “Only when people keep dying around me.”




“Well,” Marais said, rising, “I would appreciate it if, during your stay, you did not attempt to solve this one. We prefer our river mysteries handled by law enforcement.”




Grace stood as well. “Captain Marais… in my experience, mysteries rarely stay where they’re put. If I stumble across something, I’ll tell you.”




He studied her for a long moment. “Good.” His tone softened slightly. “Please enjoy your holiday, Madame Whitmore. And stay away from the river for a day or two.”




Grace doubted she could honor that last request.




But she nodded anyway.










The town of Bergerac, with its half-timbered houses and winding cobblestone lanes, usually thrummed with a pleasant, slow-moving charm. But as Grace walked from the river toward the main square, she sensed a ripple of unease spreading through its streets. Shopkeepers stood in doorways murmuring to one another. A group of kayakers huddled near their rental stand, packs untouched as they whispered in hushed tones.




Grace passed a boulangerie where two women spoke animatedly.




“—no accident, I tell you,” one said. “Her clothes were too fine for a tourist.”




“And they say she had bruises,” the other whispered. “Bruises from hands.”




Grace tried not to listen—but the town made it impossible not to. The Dordogne region thrived on tranquility. A body in the river disturbed more than the water.




As she reached the small outdoor café where she planned to get a late breakfast, Grace paused at the sight of a slender man seated at a corner table, smoking a thin, hand-rolled cigarette. He wore a windbreaker, a baseball cap, and sunglasses despite the still-cloudy morning. A laminated kayak-guide badge hung from his pocket.




He looked up as she approached, and for a moment their eyes locked.




His gaze lingered a split second too long before he stubbed out his cigarette and stood abruptly, walking away.




Grace frowned.




He hadn’t been surprised to see her.




He’d been watching for her.










“Madame Whitmore! You look pale. Sit, sit.” Madame Roux bustled around Grace’s small table once she returned to the gîte hours later. The old stone farmhouse, draped in wisteria, usually felt like a haven—but even here, the unease lingered like fog.




“I’m fine,” Grace assured her. “Just a long morning.”




Madame Roux poured a generous cup of steaming tea, then pressed a warm croissant into Grace’s hand. “This will help. Butter heals the spirit. And sometimes the body.”




Grace smiled faintly. “Did you know her? The woman in the river?”




The older woman hesitated, drying her hands on her apron. “I think we crossed paths, yes. Last summer she stayed two nights. Quiet. Alone. She asked a great many questions about the river routes.”




“Questions?” Grace repeated.




Madame Roux nodded slowly. “She wanted to know where the currents were strongest. Which sections were safe at night. Where the river narrowed enough for someone to cross without a boat.”




Grace’s pulse quickened. “Did she say why?”




“No.” Madame Roux sighed. “I thought perhaps she was writing a book like you.”




But Grace knew better.




“Did she leave anything behind? Papers? Notes?”




Madame Roux shook her head. “She traveled light. Only one small bag.”




Grace took a bite of the croissant, mind racing.




A woman from Bordeaux. Interested in night movements along the Dordogne. Traveling alone. Now found dead.




The river whispered secrets, but not clearly enough. Not yet.










Later that afternoon, Grace wandered to the village’s small historical museum—a single-room building with artifacts from Roman times to the medieval period. The curator, a stoop-shouldered man with spectacles shaped like keyholes, greeted her warmly.




“Ah! You are the writer staying at Madame Roux’s, yes? The one researching medieval trade?”




“That’s me,” Grace said. “Though my morning was… diverted.”




“Terrible business at the river,” he murmured. “Tragic.”




She nodded. “Did many merchants travel the river at night in the old days?”




“Some,” he said, leading her toward a large, framed map. “Especially those carrying goods that needed to avoid attention—salt, gold, wine, sometimes secrets.”




“Secrets?” she echoed.




He shrugged. “Hidden letters, messages, items meant for the wrong hands. The Dordogne has always been used for more than commerce.”




Grace traced a line on the map. “How many crossing points are there between Sainte-Foy and Bergerac?”




“Five,” the curator said. “Maybe six if one is brave. But at night? Only two are safe.”




Grace’s mind sharpened.




The woman from Bordeaux had asked where the river narrowed enough to cross.




Not where it was scenic. Not where it was calm.




Where someone could cross at night.




She was looking for a route someone else might use.




Smuggling? Covert transport? Illegal trade?




Or was she being followed?




Grace thanked the curator and stepped outside, inhaling the cool river breeze.




The same slender man from the café stood across the street beside a row of parked bicycles. He wasn’t even pretending not to watch her now.




Grace met his stare.




He turned abruptly and disappeared down a narrow alley.




Grace waited two heartbeats, then followed.










The alley twisted between tall medieval buildings, barely wide enough for two people to walk side by side. The air smelled of damp stone and old wine. Grace walked slowly, her steps soft, listening.




A sound—a foot scuffing ahead.




She reached a small courtyard where an abandoned fountain stood, cracked and dry. The man was nowhere in sight.




Grace scanned the exits.




Three alleys.




Empty.




She moved cautiously toward the fountain. A faint groove in the dust caught her eye—a fresh shoe mark, leading to the left alley.




She followed.




The alley opened onto a footpath leading straight toward the Dordogne. Grace’s heart quickened.




Had he led her here on purpose?




She slowed, senses sharp.




The path curved gently downward toward a stretch of riverbank screened by willow trees. The late-afternoon sun caught the water, turning it golden and deceptively peaceful.




Grace stepped toward the bank.




A splash made her flinch.




Then she saw it—not a body this time, but a small wooden object bobbing lightly in the water.




It was drifting toward her, riding the gentle current.




Grace crouched at the edge, reached out, and retrieved it carefully.




A piece of driftwood.




Smoothed by water.




With a word carved deeply into its surface.




One word.




“Run.”




Grace’s breath caught.




This wasn’t random debris.




Someone had sent her a message.




Maybe the same someone who had followed her.




Or maybe…




The same someone the dead woman had been trying to avoid.










Grace slipped the driftwood into her pocket and stood, scanning the river. The water whispered again, its soft murmur brushing against her thoughts like a warning carried through centuries.




Whispers along the water.




Warnings carved in wood.




A stranger tracking her movements.




A murdered woman who had studied the river’s hidden pathways.




Grace exhaled slowly.




Whatever was happening here had begun long before the woman’s body washed ashore. And if someone thought Grace would be scared away, they didn’t know her well enough.




This wouldn’t end with a single body.




Something larger was unfolding beneath the quiet surface of the Dordogne.




Grace straightened and walked back toward town, her pace steady.




She would find the fisherman again.




She would follow the path the dead woman had taken.




She would listen to what the river had been whispering.




Because somewhere upstream, someone believed the water had taken care of their problem.




They were wrong.




And Grace as about to prove it.








  
  
  A Body in the Current

  
  




Chapter 2 – A Body in the Current




The river looked different the next morning—wider somehow, as if the night had stretched it into something deeper, darker, more secretive. The mist had burned off earlier than usual, revealing the sleek, steady flow of the Dordogne under a sky the faint color of linen. Grace stood at the railing of the old stone bridge, her hands curled loosely over the weather-worn edge. Below, a thin, almost imperceptible line of debris marked where the body had been retrieved the day before.




She watched the water move, knowing it had carried a story no one yet understood. A body never floated alone. It traveled with clues, with hints, with shadows of the last place it had been alive.




“You are back already,” a voice rasped behind her.




Grace turned. Henri Delmas, the fisherman, stood several feet away, his cap pulled low over his weathered brow. His boots were still damp—he’d been out on the river again at dawn.




Grace regarded him with steady eyes. “You said the river talks. What did it say today?”




Henri’s mouth twitched, not quite a smile. “It said you do not listen carefully enough.”




“Try me.” Grace folded her arms.




Henri’s gaze drifted to the water. “Last night the current shifted. Not naturally. Something was thrown in upstream. Something heavy.” He pointed with a gnarled finger toward the east. “Near the cliffs… where the smugglers once hid their boats.”




Grace frowned. “Could be anything. A log, a crate, debris.”




“Could be,” Henri said. “But logs do not ring like metal when they strike stone.”




Grace’s attention sharpened. “What did you hear exactly?”




Henri tapped the side of his ear. “When you fish the river your whole life, you learn its tones. Last night it was unsettled. Something big splashed. Then another sound—dull, heavy. And the current changed direction for a moment. A weight on the bottom.”




Grace’s mind churned. “Could it be connected to the woman from yesterday?”




Henri inhaled through his nose. “Everything on this river is connected. One wave speaks to the next.”




She considered him. Henri Delmas seemed eccentric, yes—but not oblivious. He wasn’t inventing this. Grace sensed a man who noticed things others overlooked, a man who lived by reading currents and skies and patterns.




“Can you show me where you heard it?” she asked.




Henri hesitated. “The police told me to stay away.”




“That hasn’t stopped you before.”




The old man let out a short laugh, a crackling sound like old rope. “You are trouble, Madame Whitmore.”




“Not intentionally,” Grace said. “But trouble tends to invite me.”




He weighed her request, his lips pursed. Finally he nodded. “I will take you. But not now. Not with the police walking every meter of the bank. Meet me at dusk, near the old boathouse.”




Grace nodded. “I’ll be there.”




Henri tipped his cap and disappeared into the waking streets of Bergerac.










Grace left the bridge and made her way toward the quay, where workers were preparing kayaks and canoes for the day’s tourists. The air was filled with the soft scrape of plastic hulls sliding across wooden racks, the clink of paddles being sorted, and the low chatter of river guides joking with early customers.




But one guide wasn’t joking.




The slender man from yesterday—the one who had watched her from the café, the one who had vanished down the alley—stood beneath a striped awning, organizing life vests without looking at them. His eyes scanned the crowd instead.




He stiffened when he saw Grace approaching.




She didn’t break stride, but her awareness sharpened. He put down a vest and walked swiftly toward a storage shack. Not running—but trying to avoid her.




She intercepted him before he slipped through the doorway.




“Excuse me,” she said.




His shoulders froze. He turned slowly, his expression unreadable behind the sunglasses.




“Yes?” His voice was flat, local, but with a hint of something else. Marseille, maybe. Or Toulouse.




“You’ve been following me,” Grace said calmly.




The man tensed. “I think you mistake me, madame.”




“Do I?” Grace stepped closer. “First at the café. Then outside the museum. And last night, I saw someone near the gîte gate. Small, quick, wearing a cap and sunglasses. Like you.”




He said nothing.




A long silence stretched between them.




Grace held out the carved driftwood from her pocket. “Did you send me this?”




His nostrils flared. Just slightly. It was the reaction of someone who recognized the object—and regretted it.




He didn’t answer.




Instead, he reached behind him, opened the shack door, and slipped inside. The door clicked shut.




Grace exhaled sharply. She wanted to push it open, demand answers—but the kayaks, the tourists, the workers nearby made any confrontation too public.




The shack had another exit, she noted. Behind it, a narrow path led toward the riverbank and the thick willow trees.




He was gone.




But she had his reaction.




And that reaction told her more than words ever could.




Someone wanted her off this case.




Or perhaps—




Someone wanted her involved, but carefully.




Grace pocketed the driftwood again.




She needed information.




And she knew exactly where to get it.










The Bergerac police station sat near the main square, a modest beige building that blended easily into the town’s medieval-modern patchwork. Inside, the cool air smelled faintly of coffee and wet paper. Officers moved briskly through hallways, carrying files, radios crackling softly at their belts.




Captain Marais was speaking with two detectives when Grace approached. He paused mid-sentence when he saw her.




“Madame Whitmore,” he said, half-exasperation and half-resignation in his tone. “You were asked to rest today.”




“Rest is relative,” Grace replied. “I have some questions.”




“You always have questions.” Marais gestured her toward his office. “Come.”




She stepped inside the cramped room, taking in the cluttered desk, the maps pinned to the walls, and the large thermos of coffee that seemed permanently half-empty.




Marais closed the door. “Make it quick.”




“Have you identified the woman from the river?” Grace asked.




Marais’s jaw tightened. “Her name was Élodie Marchand. From Bordeaux, yes. A consultant for a logistics firm. She traveled alone, often. No family in the area.”




“Why was she here?”




“We don’t know yet.”




Grace leaned forward. “She asked locals about river crossing points. Places where people could move unseen.”




Marais raised an eyebrow. “Who told you this?”




“A reliable source.”




The captain sighed. “Yes. We learned similar things from her digital records. She searched the region extensively. But we cannot yet confirm why.”




“What about her cause of death?”




Marais folded his arms. “We believe she was struck before entering the water.”




“Struck how?”




“With a blunt object. Possibly twice. Then tied. Then… disposed of.”




Grace’s stomach twisted, though she kept her expression calm.




“Anything else?” she asked.




Marais hesitated, then opened a drawer and pulled out a sealed evidence bag. Inside was a small waterproof pouch, dark blue, edges scuffed.




Grace stared at it.




“That was found with her?” she asked.




“Near her,” Marais said. “Caught on a submerged root. It holds only one thing.”




He reached into the bag with gloved hands and removed a small memory card.




A standard SD card.




Grace’s pulse quickened.




“Encrypted,” Marais said. “Our tech people are working on it.”




“What do you think is on it?”




Marais’s expression hardened. “Something worth killing her for.”




Grace swallowed.




This was no lover’s quarrel. No tourist accident. No drunken stumble near the cliffs.




This had purpose.




“Captain,” she said quietly, “may I ask you something else?”




Marais eyed her warily. “I fear you will ask regardless.”




“Has anyone else in town acted strange since the body was found? Anyone… nervous?”




Marais’s gaze sharpened. “Why?”




Grace debated. Trust was delicate. But she sensed Marais wasn’t the type to dismiss information, even from a civilian.




“There is a river guide,” she said. “Slender. Dark hair. Wears sunglasses constantly. He’s been following me.”




Marais straightened. “Name?”




“I don’t know. But he reacted when I showed him something.” She held up the driftwood.




The captain’s eyes narrowed. “Where did you get that?”




“The river sent it,” Grace said. “Or someone who uses the river well.”




Marais took the driftwood piece, turning it over. “This was carved recently. With intent.” He set it down. “You believe someone is warning you?”




“I believe someone is scared,” Grace said. “And that person knows something important.”




Marais rubbed his forehead. “Madame Whitmore… I urge you again. Do not involve yourself deeply. If someone is watching you, you are stepping into danger blindfolded.”




Grace let out a soft breath. “I rarely enter danger with my eyes closed.”




Marais looked at her for a long moment. A reluctant respect flickered in his eyes.




“Very well,” he said. “If you see this man again, do not approach him. Tell me immediately.”




Grace nodded.




But she already knew she wouldn’t wait for Marais.




If the river is whispering, you listen.




And then you follow the whispers.










By mid-afternoon, Grace made her way to the outskirts of Bergerac, where vineyards rolled in gentle waves against the horizon. The day had warmed, filling the air with the scent of soil and ripening grapes. Birds skirted the rows, dipping among the trellises.




Grace wasn’t sightseeing. She was searching.




According to the curator’s old map and Madame Roux’s recollection, Élodie Marchand had taken long walks in this direction. Always toward the river. Always alone.




The dirt path sloped downhill until it met a narrow foot trail running beside the water. Trees arched overhead, forming a living canopy that filtered the sunlight into shifting golden patterns. The river flowed smoothly here, calm enough to look harmless.




Grace paused. Tracks were visible in the soft earth—recent ones. Two sets. A woman’s smaller prints and a man’s larger ones. They ran parallel for several meters, then diverged. The woman’s prints veered toward the water, becoming faint as the soil thinned. The man’s prints, however, stopped abruptly.




Then doubled back.




Grace knelt, inspecting them more closely.




Someone had followed Élodie.




Grace stood, listening to the rustle of leaves, the lap of water, the whisper of wind.




No one else was here now.




But someone had been.




She took out her phone and snapped several photographs. If the police cared to look, she’d share them. If not—she had them.




The river whispered again.




A faint creak.




Grace straightened sharply.




Across the river, partially hidden behind reeds, a small rowboat drifted slowly along the bank. No one was in it. It moved with the current, half-tethered, the rope trailing like a loose limb.




Grace watched it until it slipped behind a bend.




Something about it unsettled her.




A boat without a rower was like a message without a sender.




Or a threat without a face.










By the time dusk approached, Grace returned to the old boathouse—a weather-beaten structure with warped planks, rusted hinges, and a roof overgrown with moss. Its windows were dark, its door half ajar. It stood at the edge of a small cove where the river slowed before sweeping west.




Henri was already there, sitting on an overturned crate, his fishing pole propped against the wall.




“You came,” he said simply.




“Of course,” Grace said. “Show me where you heard the splash.”




Henri gestured toward the cliff path. “Upstream. Not far.”




They walked in silence, their footsteps crunching lightly along the gravel trail. The sky had deepened into shades of coral and violet, the sun sinking behind the hills like a dying ember. The river glowed with the reflected light, softening the shadows creeping along its banks.




Finally, Henri stopped at a narrow rocky outcrop overlooking the water.




“Here,” he said. “This is where the river changed.”




Grace stepped to the edge. Thirty feet below, the water churned differently—subtly, but distinctly. A darker patch moved in a pattern inconsistent with the rest of the current.




“What causes that?” she asked.




Henri’s expression darkened. “Something heavy on the bottom.”




Grace crouched, studying the flow.




“Could it be a branch?” she asked.




“No. Branches float.” Henri spat into the water. “Bodies sometimes lodge. But yesterday’s woman came from farther upstream.”




Grace felt the chill of his implication.




Then Henri leaned closer, lowering his voice. “I think whatever was tossed here last night is still there.”




Grace’s heartbeat quickened.




“Something… or someone?” she asked.




Henri shrugged. “You asked to hear what the river says. I tell you only what I know.”




Grace looked down into the water, its surface undulating like silk hiding a secret.




“Do you have a flashlight?” she asked.




Henri nodded, pulling one from his pocket.




Grace turned it on and angled it toward the rippling patch. The beam penetrated only a few feet—then broke on something dark, rounded, unnatural.




“Metal,” Grace breathed. “A container.”




Henri nodded. “Like a crate. Weighted.”




Grace straightened slowly.




“Someone threw that in last night,” she said. “After Élodie’s death.”




Henri’s voice was grim. “The river does not lie.”




Grace stared into the shifting darkness beneath the water.




Whatever was in that crate… it was meant to stay hidden.




But Grace ad no intention of leaving it there.




Not tonight.




Not ever.


Twilight blurred the edges of the Dordogne, turning the river into a ribbon of obsidian. The water moved with deceptive calm—slow at the surface, turbulent just beneath. Grace watched the dark patch where Henri insisted something heavy rested on the riverbed. Each minute, the shadows deepened, and the surface shimmered with faint ripples that didn’t belong to the natural flow.




Henri clicked off the flashlight and slipped it back into his jacket. “If you stare too long, the river will stare back,” he muttered.




Grace didn’t move. “I need to know what’s down there.”




Henri snorted. “You are not a diver.”




“No,” Grace agreed, “but someone will be.” She brushed her hair from her forehead. “If the police know about that container, they can retrieve it.”




Henri shook his head. “The police only see what is in front of them. They listen with their eyes.” He touched his ear again. “We fishermen listen with these.”




Grace turned toward him. “Henri… why did you bring me here? Why not go to Captain Marais yourself?”




The old man’s weathered face twisted subtly. Something in his eyes—something guilt-shaped, or fear-shaped—briefly surfaced.




“Because,” he said at last, “I am old enough to know when the river brings a stranger for a reason. You walk with questions, like someone who has lost sleep many nights. The river trusts such people.”




Grace breathed out a quiet, steadying breath. “Henri, if you know more—”




A sudden crack echoed from the trees behind them.




Both froze.




Henri gripped his fishing pole like a weapon. Grace tensed, muscles coiled, listening.




Another crack—a soft one, like a twig stepped on by a cautious foot.




Grace whispered, “We’re not alone.”




Henri whispered back, “I know.”




A figure slipped between the trees, barely visible in the dim twilight. Grace caught only the silhouette—a man, lean, moving deliberately. Watching. Close enough to hear them, maybe close enough to see the flashlight beam earlier.




The figure paused at the tree line.




Grace took a slow step backward, angling herself so she stood between Henri and the stranger. “Do you see him?”




“I see his shadow,” Henri said.




Grace raised her voice—not loud, but firm. “We know you’re there.”




The figure shifted—then bolted, vanishing into the underbrush.




Grace sprinted toward the trees, but the light was nearly gone. Branches whipped her arms as she pushed through brambles, her shoes slipping on loose soil. She heard the man’s footsteps pounding away—fast, agile, purposeful.




A rustle to her right.




A sudden crack of branches.




Then silence.




Grace stopped, chest rising and falling, listening.




Nothing.




The night swallowed him.




She turned back. Henri was standing exactly where she’d left him, looking more tired than startled.




Grace walked back slowly. “You recognized him.”




Henri didn’t answer right away. He stared into the darkness, jaw tight.




Then, quietly: “Some shadows belong to the living. Some to the dead. That one belongs to trouble.”




Grace inhaled sharply. “Henri—”




“That man,” Henri interrupted, “was near the river last night. Not fishing. Not walking. Waiting.”




Grace’s pulse quickened. “You saw him?”




“I saw enough.”




“Why didn’t you tell the police?”




Henri lifted his hands slightly, palms up. “And say what? That I saw a shadow in the dark? They would tell me to go home and drink wine.”




Grace exhaled in frustration. “You should have told someone.”




“You are someone,” Henri said simply.




She stared at him, unsure whether to be grateful or furious.




“A man who moves like that does not follow the river for peace,” Henri added. “Only for secrets.”




Grace looked back toward the spot where the man had stood. The fading sunset cast long, eerie shadows across the ground.




Secrets.

Whispers.

Warnings carved in driftwood.




And now—someone actively trailing them.




“We need to leave,” Grace said. “Before he returns with company.”




Henri nodded.




They started back down the path, moving carefully through the shifting half-light. The sky was now deep ultramarine, streaked with the last remnants of sunset. The river murmured beside them like a restless animal.




As they walked, Grace replayed the moment in her mind. The man hadn’t been surprised—he’d been listening. Unseen. Uninvited. Hidden behind the willow trees where the river curved.




If he’d arrived earlier, he might have seen Henri show her the underwater container.




Which meant—




He might know she knew.




Grace swallowed hard.




They reached the old boathouse, its silhouette jagged against the darkening sky. The door creaked slightly in the breeze.




Henri paused. “You should go now.”




“What about you?” Grace asked.




“I will go home. I have lived here all my life. The river watches over me.”




Grace wasn’t convinced. “Henri, this could be dangerous.”




Henri smiled faintly—an old man’s weary, fearless smile. “Everything worth knowing is dangerous.”




Grace touched his arm gently. “Meet me tomorrow morning. Before sunrise. At the bridge.”




He considered this. Then nodded. “Before sunrise, then. The river wakes early.”




He turned and shuffled down the path toward the village lights. Grace watched him disappear into the shadows, then took a deep breath and headed in the opposite direction.




She needed to think.




She needed to plan.




And she needed to warn Captain Marais.










Bergerac’s narrow medieval streets were always dim at night, but tonight they felt narrower, darker, as if the shadows stretched just a little too far between the half-timbered houses. Grace walked briskly, hands in her pockets, alert to every footstep echo, every distant murmur, every sliver of movement in her peripheral vision.




She didn’t like being followed.

She liked even less not knowing by whom.




The town square was half-lit by lamps strung between cafés. A handful of locals lingered at outdoor tables, speaking softly over glasses of wine. Nothing disturbed them. Nothing seemed amiss.




Grace wished she could borrow their peace.




She stepped inside the police station. A young officer at the desk startled at her sudden entrance.




“Bonsoir, Madame Whitmore,” he said, adjusting his uniform. “Captain Marais is not here.”




“Do you know when he’ll be back?” Grace asked.




The officer checked a clipboard. “He and the investigative team went upriver. Near Saint-Capraise.”




Grace froze. “Upriver?”




“Yes. There were… developments.”




Her heartbeat quickened. “What kind of developments?”




The officer hesitated. “I’m not authorized to say.”




Grace stepped closer, her voice steady. “Please. It might be important.”




The officer swallowed. Lowered his voice.




“A hiker found something in the reeds. Another body.”




The world blurred for a moment.




Another body.




When she could speak, her voice was barely above a whisper. “Do they know who?”




“No. Not yet. Captain Marais believes it may be connected to the woman found yesterday.”




Grace pressed a hand against the desk, grounding herself. She thanked the officer and stepped outside, the cool night air hitting her like a wave.




Two bodies.

A hidden container.

A man in the shadows.

Warnings carved in driftwood.




The Dordogne wasn’t just carrying secrets—it was spilling them.




Grace’s pulse pounded as she headed back toward the gîte. She walked quickly, eyes sharp, scanning the streets and alleys.




She was halfway across the square when she saw him.




The slender man with the sunglasses.




Standing beneath a streetlamp.




Watching her.




His sunglasses were gone now, revealing dark, alert eyes. His expression wasn’t threatening—not exactly—but urgent. Intent. As if he’d been waiting for her.




Before she could react, he lifted a hand in a silent signal.




Grace froze.




The man shook his head slowly—as if warning her not to speak—and pointed behind her.




Grace’s blood went cold.




She turned.




A black car idled fifty meters away, the engine rumbling softly. Two figures sat inside. The driver stared at her through the windshield.




Grace didn’t recognize him—but his expression was unmistakable.




Predatory.




A door opened.




Grace didn’t hesitate.




She ran.




The shouts behind her were too distant to make out, but she heard them clearly enough to know she was being chased. She sprinted across the square, dodging tables, chairs, startled patrons. Her shoes thundered against the cobblestones as she darted down a narrow street, slipping into the maze of medieval alleys.




Her breath burned. Her pulse roared.




Another shout. Closer now.




She risked a glance back.




Two men. Dark clothing. Fast.




Grace turned sharply into a side alley, heart pounding. She knew these streets well enough after days of wandering. There was a narrow passage that opened near the old church—if she could reach it, she could lose them.




Her legs pumped harder.




The alley opened onto a small courtyard. She cut across it—




A figure stepped out from the shadows.




Blocking her path.




Grace skidded to a halt, chest heaving.




It was the slender river guide.




He held up both hands. “Stop! Please—listen!”




Behind her, the footsteps of her pursuers thundered closer.




The guide’s eyes locked on hers—fearful, urgent, desperate.




“I know why they’re after you,” he said.




“Because of the woman in the river?” Grace gasped.




“No,” he said. “Because of what she was carrying.”




Grace’s skin prickled. “The SD card?”




He nodded fiercely. “And because you were seen with the fisherman.” He grabbed her arm, pulling her toward a side door hidden between stone arches. “If you want to live, you must come with me. Now.”




Behind them, the pursuers rounded the corner.




“Grace!” one of them shouted. “Stop!”




The guide jerked the door open, shoving her through. He darted in after her and slammed it shut just as the men reached the courtyard.




A moment of silence.




Then fists hammered against the wood.




Grace stumbled back as her breath tore through her lungs. The guide grabbed a wooden beam and jammed it against the door.




Outside, angry voices erupted.




Inside, in the darkness of the small stone chamber, the guide leaned close and whispered:




“She knew something. Something about the river. Something worth killing for.”




Grace steadied herself. “Then tell me what she knew.”




The man swallowed hard.




“She discovered a route.”




“A smuggling route?” Grace asked.




“No,” he whispered. “Something worse. Something older.”




Grace’s skin tingled. “Older?”




He nodded. “And they want you dead because you’re about to uncover it too.”
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Chapter 3 – Grace Arrives in Bergerac


Grace arrived in Bergerac for the second time that week—but this time, she felt as though she were stepping into a different world entirely.


It was just past dawn. A milky pale light washed over the medieval rooftops, softening the sharp angles of chimneys and turning the river mist into thin veils that drifted lazily over the Dordogne. The town usually greeted her with a sense of quaint charm—narrow cobblestone lanes, warm stone façades, shuttered windows just beginning to flutter open as early risers prepared for their day. But today, that gentle charm felt like an illusion stretched over something restless, something dark and shifting beneath the surface.


She walked briskly toward the central square, her coat pulled close against the morning chill. She hadn’t slept. Not really. After the chase through the alleys, after the mysterious river guide—Étienne—had led her through a series of old wine vaults to an abandoned cellar where she could hide until the men stopped searching, Grace had returned to her gîte at first light, shaken but safe.


Safe was temporary.


She replayed the previous night in her mind as she moved through the nearly empty streets. The container hidden in the river. The shadowy man watching them. The second body found upriver. And the SD card in the dead woman’s hand—stolen before the police even realized it existed.


And now Étienne’s final, frantic whisper:


“She discovered a route. Something older.”


Older than smuggling?

Older than modern crime syndicates?


What could possibly be older?


Grace stepped into the square and caught her breath. The morning market was just beginning to awaken—vendors setting up stalls stacked with baskets of figs, golden rounds of cheese, bundles of lavender, and fresh loaves of pain rustique. The smells—earthy bread, crushed herbs, roasting nuts—should have felt comforting.


But Grace felt none of it.


She felt watched.


A pair of gendarmes walked by, speaking quietly. Their uniforms stiff, their expressions sharp. More patrols than usual. More tension than usual.


And all of it centered around the river.


Grace crossed the square, heading toward Café des Lierres. Captain Marais had agreed to meet her at sunrise after learning she had new information. She desperately needed answers—about the second body, the investigation, and the mysterious threat now following her through the streets of Bergerac.


As she stepped inside the café, the warmth hit her like a blanket. The scent of espresso filled the air along with the faint chatter of a few locals starting their day. She spotted Captain Émile Marais immediately—lean, composed, with the stern, hawk-like eyes of a man who had seen too much tragedy to find comfort in routine.


He sat alone at a corner table, flipping through a folder.


Grace approached. “Captain.”


He stood immediately. “Madame Whitmore.” His voice was lower than usual—quieter, guarded. “Please, sit.”


Grace slid into the chair across from him. A waitress approached with two coffees already on a tray—Marais had known she’d need one.


He waited until the waitress stepped away before speaking.


“You look tired,” he said.


“I didn’t sleep,” Grace admitted.


Marais’s eyes tightened. “I assume there is a reason.”


“There is,” Grace said. “Several.”


She reached into her coat. His hand shot out instinctively—palm raised in caution, reflex born from years on duty—but Grace simply withdrew a folded page from her notebook.


She laid it on the table.


“The woman who drowned—the first victim—had a message carved into driftwood,” Grace said. “Henri the fisherman showed it to me yesterday. I wrote a copy.”


Marais unfolded the page. His brow furrowed.


On the paper was a crude sketch of the carved driftwood:


BEWARE THE RIVER’S MOUTH


Marais stared at it for a long moment. His jaw tightened. “You’re certain this came from Henri?”


“Yes,” Grace replied. “And he said he saw someone watching the river the night before the body was found.”


Marais looked up sharply. “He never mentioned this.”


“You didn’t ask,” Grace said. “None of us realized it mattered. Until last night.”


Marais leaned back. “What happened last night?”


Grace hesitated. How much should she reveal? About the chase… the men trailing her… the river guide?


But she knew what was at stake. People were dying.


“I found someone watching me and Henri along the river,” Grace said. “A man. Lean build, dark clothing. He was listening to us. When we confronted him, he ran.”


Marais’s face hardened.


“And later,” Grace continued, “two men chased me through the old quarter.”


Marais sat up straighter. “Chased you?”


“Yes.”


“You’re certain?”


Grace’s eyes flashed. “Captain, two men followed me, shouted my name, and tried to corner me.” She lowered her voice. “Someone in this town doesn’t want me asking questions.”


Marais inhaled slowly, exhaling through his teeth. “You should have reported this immediately.”


“I’m reporting it now.”


He rubbed a hand along his jaw, thinking. “Do you know who these men are?”


“No. But they weren’t tourists. They moved like they knew the streets.”


Marais nodded grimly.


Grace leaned forward. “Captain, tell me what you found upriver.”


Marais closed the driftwood sketch. “Another woman. Younger. Likely mid-twenties. She’d been dead less than twenty-four hours.”


Grace’s stomach clenched. “Connected?”


Marais nodded once. “Almost certainly.”


“How was she found?”


“A hiker spotted bright fabric floating near the reeds,” he said. “We retrieved the body. Her clothes… similar to the first victim’s. And her wrists had markings.”


“What kind of markings?”


Marais hesitated. “Circular. Like rope imprints—but deeper. Almost like she’d been bound with something woven.”


Grace’s skin chilled. “Woven?”


“Yes. But not rope. Something older. More primitive.”


Grace’s heart thudded. Older. Étienne’s words echoed in her mind.


She swallowed. “Captain… did you find anything else? Any personal effects? Notes? Anything?”


Marais shook his head. “Nothing. It appears someone stripped all identifying items.”


“And the SD card?” she asked quietly.


Marais’s expression sharpened. “How do you know about that?”


Grace stiffened. “So you did know.”


He exhaled sharply. “We discovered an SD card in the first victim’s hand just before the coroner sealed the body bag. But by the time we examined the body at the morgue…”


“It was gone,” Grace finished.


Marais nodded. “And only a handful of people knew.”


Grace stared at him. “Someone stole it.”


“Someone who knew exactly what they were looking for.”


A silence hung between them.


Finally Marais lowered his voice. “What do you know about it, Grace?”


She met his gaze. “I know the card didn’t vanish by accident. And I know the woman risked everything trying to hide it. She carved warnings into driftwood. She tried to reach the village. She tried to make sure someone would find it.”


Marais’s eyes bore into hers. “And she did. You.”


Grace felt the weight of that. She looked down at her coffee, untouched, growing cold.


“Captain,” she whispered, “what if someone else in Bergerac is involved? Someone with access? Someone who can make evidence disappear?”


Marais’s expression darkened. “I have considered it.”


Grace glanced toward the window. The square outside was filling with more patrols. Notices being tacked onto walls. People whispering.


“You’re preparing for something,” she said.


“We’re preparing,” Marais replied quietly, “for the possibility that this is not the end.”


Grace exhaled slowly. “Captain… what do you know about ancient routes along the river?”


Marais blinked. “Ancient routes?”


“Yes. Something older than modern smuggling. Something that predates even the medieval trade paths.”


Marais studied her carefully. “Where did you hear that?”


Grace hesitated. Étienne’s face flashed in her mind—his desperation, his fear, the urgency in his voice.


She chose her words carefully. “Someone familiar with the river mentioned it. Said the victim may have discovered a route. A route someone wants to protect.”


Marais leaned in. “Grace… what exactly are you getting involved in?”


Her voice softened but stayed steady. “Something dangerous. Something connected to the river. Something someone is willing to kill for.”


Marais tapped his fingers on the table. “If ancient routes were involved… there are dozens. Old merchant paths. Forgotten boat passages. And then, of course…”


He hesitated.


Grace lifted her chin. “Of course?”


Marais exhaled slowly. “The hidden channels.”


A chill ran through her. “Hidden channels?”


He nodded. “The Dordogne is full of submerged tunnels and hollowed-out caverns. Old limestone passages shaped by centuries of erosion. Some natural, some carved by early traders. Many are mapped. Some… not.”


Grace stared. “And people still use them?”


“Not legally,” Marais said. “But yes. They are perfect for transporting things unseen.”


Grace’s pulse quickened. “Things… or people?”


Marais didn’t answer for a moment.


Then: “Both.”


Grace closed her eyes briefly. A sense of dread settled in her bones.


The woman who died was running.

From something—or someone—using these ancient channels.

And the second woman had been silenced before she could speak.


“Captain,” Grace said softly, “whatever these women stumbled into… it’s bigger than we thought.”


Marais nodded grimly. “I fear so.”


Grace opened her eyes. “I need to speak with Henri. He was meeting me this morning at the bridge.”


Marais stiffened instantly. “The fisherman?”


“Yes. He might know more.”


Marais stood quickly. “Grace—Henri was found ten minutes ago.”


Grace’s blood froze. “Found?”


Marais’s eyes were solemn. “Near the river. Injured.”


Grace’s chair scraped sharply as she stood. “Injured how?”


Marais grabbed his coat. “We don’t know yet. But he’s alive.”


Grace’s breath caught.


Alive.


But barely, Marais’s tone implied.


“We need to get to him,” Grace said.


Marais nodded, leading her toward the door. “He was discovered by the old stone steps near the Quai Salvette. Some children found him on their way to school.”


Grace’s heart hammered as they hurried out of the café and into the brightening morning.


The river had spoken again.


And this time, it had come for Henri.


Grace and Captain Marais moved quickly through the awakening streets of Bergerac, their footsteps echoing sharply between the timber-framed houses. Morning sunlight had begun spilling across the cobblestones, catching the edges of windows, warming the market square—but Grace felt none of its usual charm. Every shadow looked deeper. Every corner looked like it could hide someone watching.


Henri.

Injured.

Found by children
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