

  [image: Cover]




David Hennessey

Death on the Pont Du Gard


Book 56 in the Grace Whitmore Mystery Series





  

  Copyright © 2025 by David Hennessey


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are      the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities      is entirely coincidental.

  
    David Hennessey asserts the moral right to be identified as      the author of this work.

  
    David Hennessey has no responsibility for the persistence      or accuracy of URLs for external or third-party Internet Websites referred to in this publication and does not      guarantee that any content on such Websites is, or will remain, accurate or appropriate.

  
    Designations used by companies to distinguish their products are often claimed as trademarks.      All brand names and product names used in this book and on its cover are trade names, service marks, trademarks      and registered trademarks of their respective owners. The publishers and the book are not associated with any      product or vendor mentioned in this book. None of the companies referenced within the book have endorsed the      book.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        Arrival at the Ancient Bridge
        
      

    
      	
        Sirens Beneath the Arches
        
      

    
      	
        A Crowd at the River Gardon
        
      

    
      	
        Whispers of an Impossible Crime
        
      

    
      	
        The Third Year
        
      

    
      	
        A Body Where None Should Fall
        
      

    
      	
        The Last Witness
        
      

    
      	
        Shadows on Roman Stone
        
      

    
      	
        Local Police, Old Secrets
        
      

    
      	
        A Date That Never Changes
        
      

    
      	
        The First Death Remembered
        
      

    
      	
        The Second Victim Revisited
        
      

    
      	
        Patterns in Silence
        
      

    
      	
        A Town That Won’t Speak
        
      

    
      	
        Footsteps Along the Aqueduct
        
      

    
      	
        A Tourist Who Never Left
        
      

    
      	
        The Legend of the Bridge
        
      

    
      	
        What the Water Carried Away
        
      

    
      	
        An Unmarked Grave
        
      

    
      	
        Grace Connects the Years
        
      

    
      	
        The Name No One Mentions
        
      

    
      	
        A False Confession
        
      

    
      	
        Midnight at the Pont du Gard
        
      

    
      	
        The Survivor’s Guilt
        
      

    
      	
        A Killer Who Waits
        
      

    
      	
        Truth Etched in Stone
        
      

    
      	
        The Final Anniversary
        
      

    
      	
        The Trap Is Set
        
      

    
      	
        Death Above the River
        
      

    
      	
        Justice Under Ancient Arches
        
      

    
      	
        Epilogue
        
      

    
      	
        About the Author
        
      

    
    


  




  
  
  Arrival at the Ancient Bridge

  
  




Chapter 1 – Arrival at the Ancient Bridge




Grace Whitmore first saw the Pont du Gard through heat shimmer and dust, rising from the Provençal landscape like something half-remembered from a dream. The road curved gently, and then suddenly the aqueduct stood before her—three tiers of pale Roman stone spanning the valley with an effortless confidence that made modern structures seem embarrassed by comparison. She slowed the rental car without meaning to, her foot easing off the accelerator as if the bridge itself demanded respect.




She pulled into the gravel turnout and switched off the engine. Cicadas screamed in the olive trees, a relentless metallic sound that filled the air. It was early afternoon, the sun already high and unforgiving, pressing down on the limestone and scrubland until everything seemed bleached and brittle. Grace stepped out of the car, stretched stiff legs, and let the heat settle over her like a physical presence.




She had seen photographs, of course. Everyone had. The Pont du Gard appeared in guidebooks, documentaries, postcards, and travel blogs—an icon of Roman engineering and French heritage. But standing here was different. The scale of it was impossible to grasp from images alone. Each block of stone looked as if it had been placed yesterday, yet the structure had stood for nearly two thousand years, surviving wars, revolutions, floods, and the slow, patient erosion of time.




Grace slung her satchel over her shoulder and walked toward the footpath leading down to the river. Tourists moved in loose clusters, their voices carrying in a dozen languages. Some wore swimsuits beneath their clothes, towels draped over shoulders, heading toward the shallow banks of the Gardon to cool off. Others lingered with cameras, angling for the perfect shot, trying to frame themselves against history.




She paused at the information board, skimming the familiar facts without really reading them. Built in the first century. Part of a fifty-kilometer aqueduct. Supplied water to Nîmes. Precision engineering. Minimal gradient. She had always admired Roman infrastructure—its quiet insistence on function and durability. Build something properly, and it would outlast empires.




That thought lingered as she continued down the path. Build something properly. The words had followed her across borders and cases, from fog-bound English villages to sunlit Italian piazzas, from Alpine towns to forgotten corners of Eastern Europe. Patterns mattered. Foundations mattered. Crimes, like bridges, rarely stood alone.




Grace reached the riverbank and stopped. The Gardon flowed lazily beneath the arches, its surface catching the sunlight in shifting patterns of gold and green. Children splashed near the shallows, their laughter echoing off the stone. A couple stood ankle-deep in the water, the man pointing upward as he explained something animatedly to his partner. It was idyllic. Peaceful.




It did not feel like a place where someone should die.




She found a flat rock near the edge and sat, letting the satchel slide to the ground. The reason for her presence pressed at the edges of her mind, a weight she had tried not to carry openly during the drive from Avignon. She had told herself this was reconnaissance, nothing more. A preliminary look. She had not promised anyone anything. Yet the email had unsettled her in a way she had not expected.




Three years. Same date. Same place.




Grace closed her eyes briefly and breathed in the scent of warm stone, river water, and sun-baked grass. She had learned, over the years, to trust the unease that arrived uninvited. It was rarely wrong.




A voice interrupted her thoughts. “Madame? Vous allez bien?”




She opened her eyes to find a middle-aged man standing a few steps away, his expression politely concerned. He wore a faded polo shirt and a municipal badge clipped to his belt—park staff, perhaps, or local security.




“Yes,” Grace replied in French. “I’m fine. Just resting.”




He nodded, satisfied, and gestured vaguely toward the river. “Be careful near the deeper water. The stones can be slippery.”




“Of course. Thank you.”




He moved on, his attention already shifting to a group of teenagers climbing where they shouldn’t. Grace watched him go, then looked back up at the aqueduct. From this angle, the arches framed the sky, creating repeating windows of blue. She tried to imagine the bridge as it had been centuries ago, carrying fresh water instead of tourists’ footsteps and echoes.




Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She hesitated, then pulled it out. A message from Élodie Martin.




You made it, then. Be careful. People here don’t like questions.




Grace typed a brief reply. I’m only looking. No questions yet.




She slipped the phone away and stood, brushing dust from her trousers. She knew Élodie well enough to hear the unspoken warning beneath the words. Élodie was not alarmist by nature. If she was concerned, there was a reason.




Grace followed the path that led closer to the base of the arches. The stone was cool in the shade, the temperature dropping noticeably as she stepped beneath the massive structure. She placed a hand against the wall, feeling the texture beneath her palm. The blocks were rough, pitted by centuries of weather, yet still solid, immovable.




A memory surfaced unbidden—another bridge, another river, years earlier. Another body that should not have been where it was found. She pushed the thought aside. Each case was its own structure. Comparisons could mislead as easily as they could illuminate.




She walked slowly, observing without seeming to observe. A pair of gendarmes stood near the base of one arch, talking quietly. Their posture was relaxed, their presence routine. No tape. No barriers. No visible sign that anything had happened here recently.




That, she realized, was part of what unsettled her. If the email was accurate, if someone had died here on this date three years running, the absence of visible disruption suggested either extraordinary coincidence—or deliberate minimization.




Grace climbed a short incline and found herself on a higher path, where the aqueduct loomed overhead. From here, she could see the upper tiers, the precise alignment “etched” against the sky. She shaded her eyes and traced the line of the bridge with her gaze, from one end of the valley to the other.




Where would someone fall from? The question came uninvited, precise and professional. Accidents left patterns. Gravity followed rules. She scanned the stonework, noting the lack of railings in certain sections, the worn edges where countless feet had passed.




A woman stood nearby, sketchbook balanced against her knee, charcoal smudging her fingers. Grace slowed, pretending interest in the drawing. The woman glanced up and smiled politely.




“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” she said, her accent faintly Dutch.




“It is,” Grace agreed. “Hard to imagine it ever being… different.”




The woman tilted her head. “Different?”




“Quieter,” Grace said lightly.




The woman laughed softly. “Yes. Though sometimes I think the stones remember when it was quiet.”




Grace smiled back, but the comment lingered. Stones remember. People remembered too, though not always willingly.




She continued along the path until the crowds thinned. Here, the air felt heavier, the cicadas louder. The river curved away, partially hidden by vegetation. Grace stopped again, listening. There was a rhythm to the place—a pulse created by water, wind, and the distant murmur of voices.




Her phone buzzed once more. This time, it was a calendar alert.




June 17.




She stared at the date longer than necessary. Three years ago today. Two years ago today. One year ago today.




She slipped the phone away and looked back toward the aqueduct. For the first time since arriving, she allowed herself to acknowledge the full implication of why she was here. Someone had died. Not once, but repeatedly. And the bridge—ancient, enduring, indifferent—had been the silent witness every time.




Grace felt the familiar tightening in her chest, the quiet resolve that preceded every investigation she had ever truly committed to. She had not come looking for a case. But cases, she knew, had a way of finding her.




As she turned back toward the path, a distant siren sounded—brief, almost lost in the summer air. It might have been nothing. An ambulance on the road to Nîmes. A routine call.




Still, Grace paused, listening until the sound faded. Then she walked on, the shadow of the ancient arches stretching ahead of her like a question that refused to be ignored.


Grace left the main paths as the afternoon leaned toward evening, following a narrower trail that curved away from the riverbank and climbed gently through scrub and pine. The crowds thinned quickly here. The Pont du Gard remained visible through gaps in the trees, its pale arches flashing in and out of view like a persistent thought she could not quite dismiss.




She welcomed the solitude. It gave her space to think, to let impressions settle into something more structured. She had learned long ago that the first hours in a new place mattered. Not for facts—those could be gathered later—but for texture. Tone. The unspoken rules of a town or landscape that determined what people would say and, more importantly, what they would not.




The trail ended at a small overlook marked by a weathered wooden bench. From here, the aqueduct stretched across the valley in full profile, uninterrupted. The Gardon wound beneath it, quieter in this stretch, its surface darker where the trees cast long shadows. Grace sat and took out her notebook, flipping to a blank page.




She did not write yet. She rarely did at first. Instead, she watched.




A man jogged past below, earbuds in, oblivious to the history overhead. A couple paused on the far bank to take photos, the woman angling herself so the arches framed her smile. A bird wheeled above the highest tier, then vanished behind the stone.




Nothing marked this as a place of death. And yet.




Grace opened her notebook and wrote the date at the top of the page. June 17. Beneath it, she drew three short lines, one under the other. She did not label them. She did not need to.




Her phone buzzed again. This time, it was a call. She hesitated, then answered.




“Grace.”




“Vous êtes sur place?” Élodie Martin’s voice came through clearly, low and cautious.




“Yes. I arrived about an hour ago.”




A pause. “And?”




“And it’s exactly what it looks like,” Grace said. “Beautiful. Busy. Uninterested in its own history.”




Élodie exhaled softly. “That sounds right.”




“Where are you?”




“At home. I finished work early.” Another pause. “Did anyone speak to you?”




“Park staff. Nothing else.”




“That will change,” Élodie said. “Once they realize you’re not just a tourist.”




Grace smiled faintly. “I’m not asking questions yet.”




“Good,” Élodie replied. “Because if you do, some people will stop speaking altogether.”




Grace leaned back against the bench, eyes still on the aqueduct. “Tell me about the first death.”




There was a longer silence this time. When Élodie spoke again, her voice had changed, tightened. “Officially, it was an accident. A man in his early forties. Slipped while walking along the upper level. Fell into the river. Drowned.”




“And unofficially?”




“Unofficially,” Élodie said, “people said he knew the bridge too well to slip.”




Grace waited.




“He was local,” Élodie continued. “Born nearby. Walked that path since childhood. He brought visitors there, showed them where to stand, where not to. He would have known the stone.”




Grace glanced down at her notebook and wrote: Local. Knows bridge.




“The second?” she asked.




“A woman. Tourist. Or that’s what they said. She was traveling alone. German, maybe Austrian. The reports were vague.” Élodie hesitated. “She fell on the same date. Same time of day.”




Grace’s pen paused. “And the third?”




Élodie did not answer immediately. When she did, her voice was quieter. “That one was last year. And that one… that one was different.”




“In what way?”




“She didn’t fall,” Élodie said. “She was found on the bank. No witnesses. No clear cause at first.” A breath. “But it was still ruled accidental. Complications from the river. Hypothermia. Shock.”




Grace closed her eyes briefly. Three deaths. Three explanations. One date.




“Why did you email me now?” Grace asked gently.




“Because today makes four,” Élodie said. “If the pattern holds.”




Grace opened her eyes. The aqueduct stood unchanged, untroubled. “You think it will.”




“I think someone has been waiting,” Élodie replied. “And I think the bridge is part of it.”




Grace ended the call a few minutes later, promising nothing and everything at once. She sat for a while longer, the weight of Élodie’s words settling over her. Someone has been waiting. She had heard variations of that phrase before, in different languages, in places far less picturesque.




Eventually, she stood and headed back toward the main paths. The light had shifted while she sat. The sun hung lower now, casting the arches in warm gold and deep shadow. The tourists were beginning to drift away, some toward the parking areas, others toward nearby cafés and picnic spots.




She descended toward the river again, this time stopping near a small sign warning visitors not to climb the stone. The sign was ignored, as signs often were. Two young men lingered nearby, debating whether to scramble up for a better view.




Grace watched them for a moment, then turned away. Risk was part of the place now, as it always had been. The difference lay in intention.




She crossed a shallow section of the river on stepping stones, shoes in hand, trousers rolled. The water was cold against her ankles, startling after the heat of the day. She balanced carefully, aware of how easily a misstep could send her sprawling.




On the far bank, she dried her feet and put her shoes back on. A narrow track led upward through brush and rock, eventually joining a paved road that wound toward a small cluster of buildings—a café, a souvenir shop, a visitor center.




Grace headed for the café.




It was nearly empty inside, the rush long past. A ceiling fan turned lazily overhead, doing little more than move warm air from one place to another. She ordered a coffee and sat at a table near the open window, from which she could still see the aqueduct in the distance.




An older man sat at the next table, nursing a glass of pastis. He glanced at her notebook, then at her face.




“You are not here only for the bridge,” he said, not unkindly.




Grace met his gaze. “No?”




“No,” he repeated. “You look at it differently.”




She considered denying it, then decided there was no point. “How do I look at it?”




“As if it might answer you,” the man said.




Grace smiled faintly. “Does it?”




The man snorted softly. “The bridge answers no one. It stands. That is all.”




“Yet people keep asking it questions,” Grace said.




The man shrugged. “People always ask questions when they don’t like the answers they already have.”




Grace took a sip of coffee. “You live nearby?”




“My whole life,” he said. “My father before me. His father before him.” He glanced toward the window. “The bridge was always there. We played on it as children. Fished beneath it. Drank wine there as teenagers.”




“And now?”




“And now it belongs to everyone,” he said. “Which means it belongs to no one.”




Grace let the comment settle. “Do you remember the man who died three years ago?”




The man stiffened, just slightly. “Everyone remembers him.”




“And the woman the year after?”




“Yes.”




“And last year?”




He took a long drink, then set the glass down carefully. “Some things,” he said, “are not meant to be repeated every year.”




Grace nodded. “But they are.”




He studied her more closely now. “You are a journalist?”




“No.”




“Police?”




“No.”




“Then why ask?”




Grace did not answer immediately. When she did, her voice was calm. “Because if something is happening here, pretending it isn’t won’t stop it.”




The man’s mouth tightened. “People said that the first year. And the second.”




“And the third?”




He looked away. “The third year, people stopped saying anything at all.”




Grace paid and left a few minutes later, the conversation echoing in her mind. Outside, the light had softened further, the heat easing at last. The aqueduct glowed faintly, its stones catching the last of the sun.




She returned to her car but did not get in right away. Instead, she leaned against the door and looked back toward the bridge. Somewhere beneath those arches, someone had died. Somewhere, someone might already be watching the clock, counting down to a familiar hour.




Grace checked her watch. Early evening. Still time before dark.




She opened the car and took out a lightweight jacket, slipping it on more for habit than necessity. Then she locked the vehicle and headed back toward the river, toward the shadows gathering beneath the ancient stone.




She did not know yet where this would lead. She only knew that patterns, once established, demanded resolution. And bridges—no matter how old—were built to be crossed.




The light faded quickly once the sun dipped behind the hills, as if the valley itself exhaled and drew night closer. Grace walked slowly along the lower path, where the air cooled and the sounds changed. The laughter of children had vanished, replaced by the steady murmur of the river and the persistent chorus of insects beginning their evening shift. The Pont du Gard loomed darker now, its arches no longer gleaming but absorbing shadow, each curve a deeper shade of gray.




She paused beneath the central arch, where the structure reached its greatest height. From here, the scale felt almost oppressive. The stones overhead seemed to press downward, not physically, but psychologically, as if centuries of weight—human effort, ambition, and indifference—rested just beyond reach.




Grace stood still, listening. Her footsteps echoed faintly when she shifted her weight. Somewhere upstream, water slipped over rock in a soft, continuous rhythm. The bridge did not feel hostile, exactly. But it felt watchful.




She took out her notebook again and finally began to write.




Three deaths. Same date. Same location.




She listed what little she knew beneath each line.




Year One: Local man. Experienced. Fall. Drowning.




Year Two: Female tourist. Alone. Fall. Drowning.




Year Three: Woman. Found on bank. Hypothermia / shock.




Different victims. Different narratives. Same conclusion.




Accident.




Grace underlined the word once, hard enough to tear the page slightly.




Accidents happened everywhere. She knew that better than most. But repetition stripped coincidence of its innocence. The bridge might not answer questions, as the old man had said, but it created opportunities—height, water, crowds, shadows. Someone who understood those elements could orchestrate a death that looked inevitable rather than intentional.




She closed the notebook and slipped it back into her satchel.




A figure moved at the far end of the archway. Grace’s attention sharpened instantly, her body stilling. The person stepped into a patch of remaining light—male, perhaps late thirties or forties, wearing a dark jacket despite the lingering warmth. He walked with purpose, not lingering to admire the structure.




He passed beneath the arch without looking up.




Grace watched him go, her pulse steady but alert. She did not follow. Curiosity could be indulged later. Right now, she needed to observe without becoming part of the scene.




She continued along the riverbank, staying close enough to the water that her shoes brushed damp grass. The Gardon reflected the deepening blue of the sky, broken only by the pale blur of stone above. She crouched near the edge, studying the rocks where the current slowed.




If someone fell from above, where would they land? The water depth varied unpredictably. Some sections were shallow enough to wade. Others dropped sharply, concealed by dark pools. A fall alone would not guarantee death. Timing mattered. Position mattered. Assistance—or lack of it—mattered most of all.




Grace straightened and scanned the banks. In daylight, the area was crowded. In the evening, it emptied quickly. A body could lie unnoticed for hours if placed correctly. Or discovered almost immediately, depending on intent.




She walked until the path narrowed and the vegetation thickened. Here, the bridge was partially obscured, glimpsed only through branches. The sense of isolation intensified. Grace was acutely aware of her own presence now, of the sound her movements made. She slowed, placing her feet carefully.




A low stone wall appeared ahead, half-collapsed and overgrown. Grace stopped, studying it. It looked old—possibly Roman, possibly medieval, repurposed and forgotten. She traced its line with her eyes, imagining how it might once have been part of something larger.




Her phone vibrated. She startled slightly, then checked the screen.




Unknown number.




She hesitated, then answered. “Grace Whitmore.”




“You’re still there,” a man’s voice said in French. Calm. Neutral.




“Yes,” Grace replied. “Who is this?”




“That’s not important,” the man said. “What matters is that you shouldn’t be.”




Grace felt a flicker of irritation beneath her composure. “Public site,” she said. “I’m allowed to be here.”




“Tonight,” the voice replied, “it would be better if you weren’t.”




Grace glanced around, her senses sharpening. “Why?”




A pause. “Because the bridge doesn’t like attention.”




Grace smiled faintly, though the man could not see it. “Then it’s unfortunate it became famous.”




The line went dead.




Grace lowered the phone slowly. She did not immediately move. She listened instead, counting her breaths, scanning the darkness between the trees. No footsteps. No sudden movement. Just the river and the insects and the distant hum of a road.




She did not believe in anonymous warnings delivered for altruistic reasons. Someone had noticed her. Someone cared enough to discourage her. That alone confirmed what she had suspected since Élodie’s email.




She turned back toward the main path, her pace unhurried. Panic never served her. Neither did bravado. She emerged from the trees and rejoined the broader walkway, where the bridge dominated the view once more.




A small group of people lingered near the water—locals, judging by their relaxed familiarity with the place. One man sat on a rock, dangling his feet in the river. Another leaned against a tree, arms crossed, watching the arches.




Grace approached casually, stopping a few meters away. “Bonsoir,” she said.




They acknowledged her with nods.




“Beautiful evening,” Grace added.




The man by the tree shrugged. “It will rain tomorrow.”




“Does it?” Grace said. “It feels calm.”




“Before rain,” he replied. “It always does.”




Grace looked up at the bridge. “Do many people come here at night?”




“Not anymore,” the man said.




“Why not?”




A brief silence. Then the man in the water spoke. “Because things happen here.”




Grace met his gaze. “Like what?”




He lifted his feet from the river and stood. “Like accidents.”




Grace nodded slowly. “Accidents have patterns too.”




The men exchanged looks. The one by the tree sighed. “You should go,” he said. “It’s getting dark.”




“I will,” Grace replied. “Soon.”




She lingered just long enough to register their discomfort, then moved on. She did not need them to say more. Their caution spoke volumes.




As she reached the edge of the parking area, she saw flashing lights in the distance—blue, intermittent, reflected faintly against the stone. Her stomach tightened.




She quickened her pace.




By the time she reached the barrier, two police vehicles were parked near the main entrance. A small knot of people stood nearby, murmuring. Grace slowed, blending into the edge of the group.




“What happened?” she asked a woman beside her.




The woman shook her head. “They say someone slipped.”




Grace closed her eyes briefly.




She stepped closer, careful not to draw attention. One of the gendarmes spoke quietly into a radio. Another paced near the riverbank, his expression grim.




A stretcher lay on the ground, partially obscured by shadows and bodies. Grace could not see who—or what—lay upon it.




Same date. Same place.




Grace felt a familiar cold settle in her chest, the quiet certainty that marked the true beginning of a case. Whatever had happened here tonight was no longer hypothetical. The pattern had not broken. It had continued.




She turned away before anyone noticed her interest. There would be time later—time for names, reports, timelines. For now, she needed distance. Perspective.




She returned to her car and sat behind the wheel without starting the engine. The flashing lights painted the interior blue, then dark, then blue again. Grace rested her hands lightly on the steering wheel, breathing evenly.




Three years of silence. And now, a fourth death.




Someone had been waiting.




Grace started the engine and drove away slowly, the image of the ancient arches lingering in her rearview mirror long after the bridge itself disappeared from sight.








  
  
  Sirens Beneath the Arches

  
  




Chapter 2 – Sirens Beneath the Arches 




The sirens sounded different at night. Grace noticed it immediately as she parked on the edge of the cordon and stepped out of the car. In daylight, emergency vehicles announced themselves with sharp insistence, slicing through conversation and movement. Now the sound seemed muffled, absorbed by stone and darkness, echoing beneath the arches in a way that felt less like a warning and more like a lament.




Blue lights washed the aqueduct in pulses, turning ancient limestone briefly electric before letting it sink back into shadow. The effect was disorienting. The bridge looked unreal, theatrical, as if it were part of a carefully staged performance rather than the site of a fresh death.




Grace adjusted the strap of her satchel and approached on foot, stopping well short of the tape. She did not flash credentials—she had none to flash here—and she did not push forward. She had learned patience the hard way. Let others rush. Let the scene settle. Details surfaced when people thought the moment had passed.




A small crowd had gathered, held at a respectful distance by uniformed gendarmes. Most were locals now, the tourists having melted away at the first hint of disruption. The murmurs were subdued, wary. Grace caught fragments of conversation as she moved along the edge.




“Encore?”

“Non, ce n’est pas possible…”

“Chaque année…”




Each year.




Grace stopped near a low stone barrier and leaned lightly against it, appearing no more than a tired visitor reluctant to leave. From here she could see the riverbank clearly. The stretcher she had glimpsed earlier was gone. In its place, two forensic technicians moved methodically, their white suits stark against the darkened grass. Portable lights illuminated a section of the bank near the waterline, throwing harsh shadows that distorted depth and distance.




A woman stood a little apart from the rest of the crowd, arms folded tightly across her chest. She stared at the illuminated patch with an intensity that bordered on pain. Grace shifted subtly closer, not enough to intrude, just enough to share the same line of sight.




“Vous la connaissiez?” Grace asked quietly.




The woman startled, then nodded. “Un peu.”




“A little,” Grace echoed.




“She worked at the visitor center,” the woman continued, her voice flat. “Seasonal. She liked the bridge. Everyone who works here does.”




Grace said nothing. She waited.




“They say she slipped,” the woman went on. “They always say that.”




Grace glanced at her. “Do you believe it?”




The woman’s mouth tightened. “I believe,” she said carefully, “that people don’t fall the same way four times.”




Grace felt a small, inward exhale of relief. She was not alone in seeing the pattern. “Was she alone tonight?”




“As far as I know.” The woman hesitated. “But that doesn’t mean she was.”




Grace nodded. Alone rarely meant unseen.




A gendarme approached the woman, speaking her name softly. The woman turned away, the conversation clearly private. Grace stepped back, giving space. She did not want to be remembered just yet.




She shifted her attention to the arches themselves. The lights highlighted the lowest tier, leaving the upper levels in darkness. Somewhere above, unseen, ran the path from which people so often leaned to admire the view. No railings in certain sections. No barriers beyond warning signs.




Grace pictured the bridge as it must have been centuries ago, functional and unadorned, carrying water rather than bodies. The thought made her jaw tighten.




“Madame.”




Grace turned. A man stood a few steps away, plainclothes, badge discreetly displayed. He was tall, dark-haired, his expression professional but tired.




“I’m Captain Morel,” he said. “May I ask why you’re still here?”




Grace met his gaze evenly. “I was leaving when the road closed.”




A half-truth. The best kind.




He studied her for a moment. “You’re not local.”




“No.”




“And not a tourist either,” he said.




Grace allowed herself a faint smile. “Is that a problem?”




“It depends,” Morel replied. “On whether you intend to make it one.”




Grace considered her answer. “I intend to stay out of the way.”




He nodded once. “Good.” He hesitated, then added, “For now.”




He moved on, already addressing someone else. Grace watched him go, noting the stiffness in his shoulders, the way he carried himself. He had done this before. Perhaps here. Perhaps elsewhere. Repetition wore people down in subtle ways.




She checked her watch. Late now. Too late to wander unnoticed much longer. The scene would soon shift from chaos to control, from public spectacle to procedural routine. That was when outsiders became inconvenient.




Grace stepped back toward her car, but did not leave the area entirely. Instead, she crossed the road and followed a narrow lane that curved behind a stand of trees, emerging at a slightly elevated vantage point. From here, she could see the bridge, the lights, the figures moving with deliberate slowness.




She sat on a low stone wall and took out her notebook.




Fourth death. Female. Local. Same date.




She paused, then added: Visitor center.




That detail mattered. Access. Familiarity. Trust.




Grace flipped back a few pages to her earlier notes and drew a line connecting Local man, Tourist woman, Woman on bank, Visitor center employee.




Different profiles. Different routines. Different reasons for being on the bridge at that hour.




Unless the reason was the same.




She wrote a single word in the margin: Lure?




Her phone buzzed. A text from Élodie.




They found her, didn’t they?




Grace typed back: Yes.




A moment later: Accident?




Grace’s reply was slower this time. Officially.




The three dots appeared, vanished, then appeared again.




I warned you, Élodie wrote. People will not like this.




Grace slipped the phone away. Liking it had never been a requirement.




She stayed until the lights began to dim and the crowd thinned further. Eventually, the forensic technicians packed their equipment. The gendarmes rolled up the tape. The bridge, stripped of artificial illumination, returned to its natural darkness, as if reclaiming itself.




Grace waited until the last police vehicle pulled away before standing. The valley felt emptier now, heavier. The air held the faint metallic tang she associated with fresh disturbance.




She walked back toward the river, stopping where the technicians had worked. The ground was scuffed, the grass flattened. Marks left by careful feet, by wheels, by weight briefly borne and then removed.




Grace crouched, studying the area with the practiced eye of someone who had learned to read absence as keenly as presence. No blood visible. No obvious signs of struggle. If there had been any, they had been subtle—or already erased.




She followed the line of the bank upstream a short distance, scanning the water’s edge. A scrap of fabric snagged on a branch caught her eye. She leaned closer, careful not to touch. Dark blue. Possibly denim. Possibly part of a uniform.




She straightened slowly. Visitor center staff often wore blue jackets in cooler months. Even in summer, evenings could be deceptive.




Grace stepped back, committing the detail to memory. She would not disturb it. Not yet.




Footsteps crunched behind her. Grace did not turn immediately.




“You move quietly,” Captain Morel said.




She faced him. “Habit.”




He looked past her at the riverbank. “You’re observant.”




“Another habit.”




He sighed. “I don’t like coincidences.”




“Neither do I,” Grace replied.




“Then you understand my position,” he said. “People are already talking.”




“They were talking before tonight,” Grace said gently.




Morel’s jaw tightened. “That doesn’t make it easier.”




“No,” Grace agreed. “But it makes it necessary.”




He studied her for a long moment. “You’re not police.”




“No.”




“And yet you speak like someone who has been here before,” he said. “Not this place. This moment.”




Grace chose her words carefully. “I’ve seen what happens when patterns are ignored.”




“And what happens when they’re confronted?” he asked.




“Sometimes,” Grace said, “they stop.”




Morel looked back toward the bridge. “Sometimes they escalate.”




The silence stretched between them.




“You should leave,” he said finally. “At least for tonight.”




Grace nodded. “I was planning to.”




She turned and walked away without looking back. She did not need to. The image of the bridge, of the sirens beneath its arches, was already etched into her mind.




As she drove toward her hotel in Nîmes, the road dark and nearly empty, Grace felt the familiar shift settle into place. The point of no return. The moment when observation hardened into intent.




Four years. Four deaths. One date. One bridge.




Someone was orchestrating this. And whoever it was, they had grown bolder.




Grace Whitmore did not believe in haunted places. But she believed deeply in human persistence—especially the darker kinds.




And she intended to meet it head-on.


Grace slept badly.




Not because of nightmares—those rarely troubled her anymore—but because her mind refused to disengage. Images replayed with irritating clarity: the pulse of blue light against Roman stone, the woman’s folded arms, Captain Morel’s tired eyes. Each detail insisted on relevance, rearranging itself into new configurations every time she drifted toward sleep.




When dawn finally crept through the thin hotel curtains, Grace abandoned the pretense of rest. She rose quietly, showered, dressed, and stood for a moment at the window overlooking a narrow street already stirring to life. A delivery van idled below. A woman walked past with a baguette tucked under her arm. Ordinary routines resumed with impressive speed.




Death, she reflected, was an interruption—rarely a conclusion.




She checked her phone. No messages. No missed calls. That, too, was information. Whatever investigation Captain Morel was conducting, it was proceeding inward, not outward. No press. No appeals. No questions that might invite inconvenient answers.




Grace left the hotel early and drove back toward the Pont du Gard by a different route, approaching from the east. The road wound through low hills and vineyards, the landscape softened by morning light. From this angle, the aqueduct revealed itself gradually, rising above the trees in pale increments, as if assembling itself piece by piece.




There were no sirens now. No tape. No visible sign of the previous night’s disturbance. The parking area had reopened. A few early visitors wandered toward the river, coffee cups in hand.




Grace parked and joined them, adopting the unremarkable gait of someone with no agenda beyond admiration.




The bridge in daylight looked unchanged, indifferent to what had occurred beneath it hours earlier. Grace knew better than to expect otherwise. Places did not absorb events the way people did. They merely hosted them.




She crossed the river and climbed toward the central arches, stopping where the forensic lights had been. The grass had been flattened back into rough normality. The scrap of fabric she had noticed the night before was gone.




Good, she thought. That meant someone competent had seen it too.




She followed the lower path upstream, scanning faces this time rather than stones. Locals recognized each other easily. Outsiders did not. She noted who greeted whom, who avoided eye contact, who lingered longer than necessary.




Near a bend in the river, she spotted the woman from the night before—the one who had worked with the victim. She stood alone, staring at the water, her posture rigid.




Grace approached slowly. “Bonjour.”




The woman nodded without looking up.




“I’m sorry about your colleague,” Grace said.




The woman’s jaw tightened. “Everyone is.”




Grace waited.




“She wasn’t careless,” the woman said finally. “She hated the upper path. Said it made her nervous.”




Grace felt a faint click of alignment in her mind. “Then why was she there?”




The woman shook her head. “That’s what no one wants to ask.”




Grace glanced toward the bridge. “Did she meet someone?”




“I don’t know,” the woman said. “But she got a message. She mentioned it before her shift ended.”




Grace’s attention sharpened. “A message?”




“Yes. On her phone.” The woman hesitated. “She said someone had a question about the bridge. Something ‘important.’”




“Did she say who it was from?”




“No.” A pause. “She said it was strange.”




Grace nodded slowly. Lure, indeed.




They stood in silence for a moment, the river moving steadily past as if nothing had changed.




“You should tell Captain Morel,” Grace said gently.




The woman let out a bitter laugh. “He already knows.”




“And?”




“And he says people speculate when they’re upset.”




Grace studied her. “Are you upset?”




The woman finally looked at her. “I’m afraid.”




Grace did not soften the truth. “You should be.”




The woman’s eyes widened slightly. Then she turned away, as if retreating into herself.




Grace left her there and continued along the path, her thoughts assembling into something more coherent now. Messages. Familiarity. Access. The killer—if killer it was—did not rely on brute force. They relied on trust.




She climbed the incline toward the upper level, stopping short of the sections without railings. From here, the drop to the river was dramatic, the height deceptive in its beauty. A misstep would be catastrophic. A shove would be indistinguishable.




Grace crouched and examined the stone. The surface was worn smooth in places, polished by centuries of contact. In others, it was rough, chipped, uneven. She traced a shallow groove with her finger—modern damage, likely from maintenance equipment.




A shadow fell across the stone.




Grace looked up.




Captain Morel stood a few steps away, hands in his pockets, expression unreadable.




“I thought I told you to leave,” he said.




“You did,” Grace replied calmly. “You didn’t say I couldn’t come back.”




He exhaled through his nose. “You’re persistent.”




“So is whoever did this,” Grace said.




Morel’s gaze flicked briefly to the river below. “What do you know?”




Grace considered him. Trust was not given lightly. But neither was progress made alone.




“I know the victim received a message,” she said. “I know she didn’t like the upper path. And I know this has happened four times on the same date.”




Morel’s shoulders stiffened. “You’ve been talking to people.”




“People want to talk,” Grace said. “They’re just afraid of what happens when they do.”




Morel was silent for a long moment. Then he said, “You’re not wrong.”




Grace waited.




“The first death,” he continued, “we believed it was an accident. The second, coincidence. The third…” He stopped. “By the third, I started to doubt.”




“And now?” Grace asked.




“Now,” he said, “I’m running out of ways to ignore it.”




Grace met his gaze. “Then stop.”




Morel’s mouth tightened. “This is my case.”




“Yes,” Grace said. “And it’s bigger than you want it to be.”




A flicker of irritation crossed his face. “You think I don’t know that?”




“I think you know it very well,” Grace replied. “And I think you’re being pressured not to.”




Morel laughed humorlessly. “Everyone has a superior.”




“And the bridge,” Grace added. “It’s good for tourism.”




His silence confirmed it.




Grace softened her tone. “I’m not here to take anything from you.”




“Then why are you here?” he asked.




Grace answered without hesitation. “Because someone will die again if this continues.”




Morel looked away, down at the river. “Not this year.”




Grace said nothing.




“You think there will be a fifth,” he said quietly.




“I think patterns don’t stop because we want them to,” Grace replied. “They stop because something interrupts them.”




Morel turned back to her. “And you think that something is you?”




Grace allowed herself a small, tired smile. “I think I might help.”




He studied her for a long moment. Then he sighed. “I can’t officially involve you.”




“I wouldn’t expect you to.”




“But unofficially,” he continued, “I won’t stop you from observing.”




“That’s all I ever do,” Grace said.




He shook his head. “That’s not true. You connect things.”




“Yes,” Grace agreed. “I do.”




Morel stepped back. “Be careful, Madame Whitmore.”




Grace blinked. “You know my name.”




“I make it my business to know who asks questions,” he said. “Especially the right ones.”




She watched him leave, his footsteps receding along the stone path.




Grace remained where she was for several minutes, looking out over the valley. The sun was higher now, the bridge busy again. Children laughed. Cameras clicked. The world insisted on normalcy.




But beneath that insistence lay something patient and deliberate.




Someone who understood the bridge.




Someone who understood people.




Grace descended slowly, her resolve hardening with every step. She had not sought this case. But it had opened itself to her all the same.




And she had learned, over years of crossing borders and boundaries, that some structures—no matter how ancient—could not stand forever once their foundations were exposed.




By late afternoon, the Pont du Gard had resumed its carefully curated rhythm. School groups drifted in clusters, their teachers’ voices rising above the cicadas. Couples paused at prescribed viewpoints, lifting phones and cameras with synchronized instinct. Vendors restocked postcards and bottled water. The bridge absorbed it all without comment.




Grace sat on a shaded stone ledge near the visitor center, outwardly idle, inwardly attentive. She had learned to let places reveal themselves in layers. The first layer was spectacle. The second was routine. The third—if you stayed long enough—was truth.




She watched the staff carefully now.




There were seven on duty that day: two at the ticket counter, one patrolling the paths, one managing the small exhibit space, and three rotating between the café kiosk and general assistance. Their movements formed a loose pattern of their own—who checked in with whom, who avoided whom, who lingered in conversation a fraction too long.




The victim’s absence left a small but perceptible gap. Tasks redistributed. Glances exchanged. Voices lowered when certain names surfaced and quickly fell again.




Grace rose and wandered toward the exhibit building, blending into a group of visitors reading about Roman surveying techniques. Inside, the air was cooler, faintly metallic. She moved slowly along the panels, letting her eyes skim diagrams of gradients and stone placement while her ears catalogued sound.




Two staff members stood near the back, speaking in low voices.




“…told her not to answer messages like that…”

“…always so helpful…”

“…bridge doesn’t forgive mistakes…”




Grace paused at a display about water flow and pretended to read more carefully.




“Who told her not to?” one of them asked.




“The same person who warned the others,” the second replied. “After the first year.”




Grace felt her spine straighten almost imperceptibly.




The conversation broke off as a family approached, children asking loud questions about aqueducts and Romans. Grace moved on, but the words stayed with her.




After the first year.




She exited the exhibit and stepped back into the sun. The heat pressed down again, familiar and almost comforting. She walked toward the café kiosk and ordered a bottle of water, exchanging a few pleasantries with the young man behind the counter.




“Busy today,” Grace said lightly.




“Always,” he replied. “But people don’t stay as long anymore.”




“No?”




He shrugged. “They take photos. Then they leave.”




“And the staff?” Grace asked. “Do you stay?”




The man hesitated, then smiled tightly. “Someone has to.”




Grace thanked him and moved on, circling back toward the riverbank. She sat on a low wall and unscrewed the water bottle, her mind working steadily now.




Someone warned the others.




That suggested awareness. Fear. And possibly survival.




Grace finished the water and crushed the bottle absently before tossing it into a recycling bin. Then she stood and followed a narrow path that led behind the visitor center, away from the main flow of foot traffic. Here, delivery vehicles parked. Staff took breaks. Conversations happened without audiences.




A woman stood near the back door, smoking. She looked up as Grace approached, eyes narrowing briefly before relaxing.




“You’re not supposed to smoke there,” Grace said mildly.




The woman snorted. “Neither were we supposed to die here.”




Grace let the comment hang between them. “You knew her well.”




The woman took another drag, then stubbed the cigarette out against the stone. “Well enough.”




“Did she mention the message to you?” Grace asked.




The woman’s gaze sharpened. “Who are you?”




“A concerned visitor,” Grace replied. “And someone who doesn’t believe in coincidence.”




The woman hesitated. Then she sighed. “She said it came from someone who sounded official. Someone who knew the bridge.”




“Did she show you?”




“No. She said it felt… rehearsed.”




Grace nodded. “Did anyone else receive messages like that?”




The woman looked away. “Maybe.”




“Who warned people after the first year?” Grace asked.




The woman’s jaw tightened. “That’s not my story to tell.”




“Someone’s already dead,” Grace said quietly. “That makes it everyone’s story.”




The woman studied her for a long moment. Then she said, “There was a man. Not staff. Not police. He spoke to people quietly. Told them to be careful on this date. To avoid the bridge if they could.”




“When?” Grace asked.




“After the first death. And the second.”




“And the third?”




“He didn’t come back,” the woman said. “At least not openly.”




Grace felt the shape of something forming. “Did anyone listen?”




The woman laughed without humor. “Some did. Some thought he was crazy. Some thought he was worse.”




“Did you listen?”




The woman met her gaze. “I don’t work nights anymore.”




Grace thanked her and walked away, her thoughts racing now with clarity.




A man. Not police. Not staff. Warning people. After the first two deaths. Then vanishing.




Intervention. Disruption.




The killer had adapted.




Grace returned to her car and sat inside for a moment, jotting notes. Then she drove into Nîmes, parking near the old town and walking to a small café tucked into a side street. She ordered coffee and opened her notebook again, sketching timelines and connections.




Year One: Death. Man intervenes.

Year Two: Death. Man warns others.

Year Three: Different method. Man disappears.

Year Four: Lure escalates. Victim targeted through trust.




The pattern was no longer linear. It was responsive.




Grace leaned back, letting the implications settle. This was not ritual for ritual’s sake. It was not symbolic killing tied to Roman history or numerology, as some might assume. This was personal.




Someone was correcting something. Or avenging it.




Her phone buzzed.




Élodie.




They’ve closed the case already, the message read. Accidental fall. No further investigation.




Grace closed her eyes briefly. Of course they had.




She typed back: And Captain Morel?




He’s angry. Quietly.




Grace smiled faintly. Quiet anger could be useful.




She finished her coffee and stood. Evening was approaching again. She felt the subtle shift in herself that came with commitment. There would be no casual observation now. No pretending this was academic interest.




She drove back toward the bridge one last time that day, parking farther away and approaching on foot. The crowds were thinning again, the cycle repeating.




As she reached the riverbank, she noticed a man standing alone beneath the arch—middle-aged, dark jacket, familiar posture.




The same man she had seen the night before.




Grace stopped, heart steady, and watched him from a distance. He stood very still, looking up at the stone as if measuring it. After a moment, he reached into his pocket and took out his phone, checking the screen before slipping it away again.




Grace did not approach. She did not call out. She observed.




The man turned and walked away, disappearing along a side path that led into trees.




Grace waited ten seconds. Then twenty.




Then she followed.




Not close enough to be seen. Not far enough to lose him. The path narrowed quickly, the foliage closing in. The sounds of the river faded behind them.




The man walked with purpose, not haste. He knew where he was going.




Grace matched his pace, her breathing controlled, her senses sharp. The path curved and rose slightly, then opened onto a small clearing where an old stone shelter stood, half-collapsed.




The man stopped.




Grace froze, her body instinctively stilling. She watched as he turned slowly, deliberately, his gaze scanning the trees.




“You might as well come out,” he said.




Grace stepped into view.




He studied her without surprise. “I wondered when you’d follow.”




“You’ve been watching me,” Grace said.




“Yes,” he replied. “And now you’re watching me.”




“Why?” Grace asked.




He glanced back toward the bridge, barely visible through the trees. “Because this place doesn’t tolerate indifference.”




Grace felt a chill that had nothing to do with the cooling air. “Did you warn people after the first deaths?”




His expression flickered. “Yes.”




“Why stop?”




“Because the person responsible adapted,” he said. “And because warning people makes you a target.”




Grace met his gaze. “Then why are you here now?”




He smiled faintly. “Because she didn’t deserve it.”




“None of them did,” Grace said.




“No,” he agreed. “But this one listened.”




Grace absorbed that. “Listened to what?”




“To the truth,” he said. “About what happened here years ago. About the first death.”




Grace’s pulse quickened. “The first death wasn’t an accident.”




He shook his head. “It was a message.”




“For whom?” Grace asked.




“For me,” he said quietly.




The air between them seemed to thicken.




“My name is Luc Bernard,” he continued. “And three years ago, I should have stopped this.”




Grace did not interrupt. She knew better than to break the moment when someone chose to speak.




Luc looked past her, into the trees. “Now it’s too late to pretend.”




Grace stepped closer. “Then help me stop it.”




Luc studied her for a long moment. Then he nodded once.




“I will,” he said. “But you need to understand something first.”




“What?”




“This isn’t about the bridge,” Luc said. “It’s about what the bridge was used to hide.”




Grace felt the final piece begin to shift into place.




“Then show me,” she said.




Luc turned back toward the path. “Tomorrow,” he said. “At dawn.”




He walked away without waiting for her answer.




Grace stood alone in the clearing, the ancient stone shelter casting a long shadow beside her. The bridge loomed beyond the trees, silent as ever.




This was no longer a pattern of deaths.




It was a buried truth, resurfacing one year at a time.




And Grace Whitmore intended to uncover it—no matter how deeply it had been set in stone.
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Chapter 3 – A Crowd at the River Gardon 


The river drew people long before it revealed anything else.


Grace arrived just after sunrise, parking well away from the main entrance and walking the last stretch along a dirt path that followed the Gardon’s slow curve. The air was cool and faintly damp, carrying the mineral scent of water and stone. Mist hovered low above the surface, blurring the line between reflection and reality. In the half-light, the Pont du Gard appeared less monumental, more secretive—its arches softened, almost watchful.


She reached the agreed place without seeing Luc Bernard at first.


The clearing lay quiet, disturbed only by birdsong and the gentle lap of water against the bank. Grace stood still, scanning the area, resisting the urge to check her watch. Dawn meetings were deliberate choices. They filtered out the impatient and rewarded those who understood timing.


“You’re early,” a voice said behind her.


Grace turned calmly. Luc stood a few meters away, hands visible, posture relaxed but alert. He wore the same dark jacket as the night before, though now it looked more utilitarian than mysterious. In daylight, he appeared older—lines around his eyes, fatigue etched into his expression.


“I didn’t want to miss you,” Grace said.


Luc nodded. “Good. We don’t have much time.”


“Before?” Grace asked.


“Before the crowd,” he replied, glancing toward the riverbend. “This place changes once people arrive.”


Grace followed his gaze. Already, figures moved in the distance—early swimmers, joggers, families staking out favorite spots along the water. The Gardon, tranquil as it looked, was a magnet. It invited congregation.


Luc gestured for her to follow, and they walked along the bank, their footsteps muffled by damp earth. The bridge loomed closer with each step, its lower arches framing the river like open mouths.


“You said the first death was a message,” Grace said quietly. “For you.”


Luc’s jaw tightened. “I didn’t understand it at first.”


“Tell me,” Grace said.


Luc stopped near a flat rock that jutted into the water. He looked down at the river, watching its steady movement. “Three years ago, I was a consultant. Historical preservation. Risk assessment.” A humorless smile flickered. “I was brought in to evaluate safety measures around the bridge.”


Grace listened intently.


“I wrote a report,” Luc continued. “I flagged the upper path. The worn stone. The lack of railings in certain sections. I recommended changes.”


“And?” Grace asked.


“And the report disappeared,” Luc said. “Not officially. It was acknowledged. Thanked. Filed.” He made a dismissive gesture. “But nothing changed.”


“Because of tourism,” Grace said.


“Because of aesthetics,” Luc corrected. “They didn’t want modern barriers interrupting the ‘authentic experience.’”


Grace felt a familiar surge of frustration. “So the bridge remained dangerous.”


“Yes,” Luc said. “And everyone knew it.”


He paused, then added, “Including the man who died first.”


Grace’s attention sharpened. “He knew your report?”


“He helped me with it,” Luc said. “He was local. He knew the bridge intimately. He showed me where people slipped. Where near-misses happened.”


“And then he died,” Grace said softly.


Luc nodded. “On the anniversary of the report’s rejection.”


Grace felt the weight of that detail settle. “The same date.”


“Yes.”


Grace exhaled slowly. “So the first death was meant to punish you.”


“To wake me up,” Luc said. “I thought it was a tragic coincidence. I blamed myself anyway. I pushed harder after that.”


“And the second death?” Grace asked.


Luc’s gaze hardened. “That was escalation.”


They resumed walking, the sound of the river filling the space between them.


“The woman,” Luc said, “was not a random tourist. She was researching the bridge. Writing an article about safety versus preservation.”


Grace felt a grim recognition. “And she died before it could be published.”


“Yes.”


Grace shook her head slowly. “Silencing through spectacle.”


Luc glanced at her. “You’ve seen this before.”


“Too often,” Grace replied.


They reached a bend in the river where the bank widened, creating a natural gathering place. Even now, several people were setting up towels, children wading in the shallows. The bridge towered overhead, indifferent to the life unfolding beneath it.


“This is where crowds gather,” Luc said. “This is where they always find the bodies.”


“Visibility,” Grace murmured.


“And deniability,” Luc added. “Accidents happen where people gather. No one feels responsible.”


Grace scanned the scene. “So why change the method last year?”


Luc hesitated. “Because I intervened.”


“You warned people,” Grace said.


“Yes,” Luc replied. “Quietly. I told anyone who would listen to avoid the bridge on that date. To stay away.”


“And it worked,” Grace said.


Luc nodded. “Mostly.”


“Then why the third death?” Grace asked.


Luc’s voice dropped. “Because the person responsible couldn’t allow the pattern to break.”


Grace stopped walking. “You’re saying this is one person.”


“I’m saying it began as one,” Luc said. “And may not be anymore.”


Grace felt a chill. “You think someone else took over.”


“I think someone learned,” Luc said. “Adaptation is a form of intelligence.”


They stood watching the river as the crowd thickened. Laughter rose, mingling with splashes and shouted warnings. The scene was deceptively joyous.


“Who would do this?” Grace asked. “Who benefits?”


Luc looked at her. “No one benefits. That’s the point.”


“Then what’s the motive?” Grace pressed.


“Control,” Luc said. “And absolution.”


Grace frowned. “Explain.”


Luc turned toward her. “If deaths continue to be ruled accidental, then no one is forced to act. No changes. No responsibility. The bridge remains ‘pure.’”


“And the killer?” Grace asked.


“Becomes the conscience everyone else refuses to be,” Luc said bitterly.


Grace absorbed that. “You don’t approve.”


“No,” Luc said. “I understand it. That’s worse.”


Grace met his gaze. “Understanding doesn’t equal complicity.”


Luc looked away. “It can feel like it does.”


A shout drew their attention. A child had slipped on the rocks, landing hard but unharmed. A parent rushed forward, scolding, comforting. The
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