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      The water was cold enough to stop a man's heart. Luke knew this—had seen it happen—but that knowledge did nothing to warm his fingertips as they went numb inside his wetsuit gloves. Dawn stretched thin fingers of light across the river, turning the murky surface into hammered metal. Rescue became recovery after forty-eight hours. This one had been in much longer than that.

      Luke adjusted his tank straps, the familiar weight settling across his shoulders. The small crowd of volunteer rescue workers moved around him in the half-light, their faces drawn with the knowledge of what waited beneath the surface. Nobody spoke much during body recoveries. Words felt wrong somehow, disrespectful to the dead and the living alike.

      "Ready in five," Luke said, his voice carrying just enough for the team to hear.

      He stepped away from the others, just three paces, but it was enough. The ritual was private, not because he was ashamed but because some things weren't meant for show. Luke closed his eyes, boots sinking slightly into the muddy riverbank.

      "Lord," he whispered, "not for success. Just for courage."

      The same words every time. Not eloquent, not long, but genuine. The prayer wasn't magic—didn't guarantee anything—but it steadied something in him that needed steadying. Luke opened his eyes, found the rescue coordinator watching him. The man nodded once, understanding without words. They'd worked together long enough to know each other's ways.

      Luke pulled his mask down, the neoprene tight against his face. The river waited, brown and patient and full of secrets.

      "Going in," he announced, and stepped backward into the water.

      The cold hit like judgment—immediate and absolute. His wetsuit kept the worst of it at bay, but water always found a way in, seeking heat, seeking life. The weight of the tanks pulled him down as he descended into darkness. Visibility was poor, maybe two feet on a good day. Today wasn't good. His flashlight cut through the murk like a dull knife.

      The body had been spotted by a fisherman near the old bridge supports. Forty feet down, trapped in the remains of a sunken pickup. Luke kicked steadily, his breathing loud in his ears. Inhale, exhale. The sound of life in a place of death.

      The truck appeared suddenly—a dark shape emerging from darker water. Luke approached methodically, checking for hazards, sharp edges, anything that might snag his gear. The driver's side door hung open like a mouth. And there—inside—the pale shape of what had once been a person.

      Luke steadied himself and moved closer, his training keeping emotion at a careful distance. Male, adult. Clothes still intact. No obvious trauma visible yet. He unclipped the recovery bag from his belt and began the process of extraction. The body was bloated, heavy, but Luke worked with gentle efficiency. There was still dignity to be preserved here, still respect to be given.

      He secured the body, cinching the straps of the recovery bag, and tugged twice on his safety line. Above, his team would be ready to help bring them up. The ascent had to be slow—not for the victim's sake anymore, but for the living. Luke had known divers who rushed, who let emotion override training. They ended up with the bends, or worse.

      As he began to rise, something caught his eye—a flash of white against the victim's wrist. Luke paused, shining his light directly on the discolored skin. Ligature marks. Deep ones. His gut tightened.

      Not an accident. Not a suicide. People who tied themselves up didn't throw themselves into rivers afterward.

      The water suddenly felt colder.

      By the time Luke broke the surface, his mind had catalogued every detail he could observe without disturbing evidence. The team was waiting, hands reaching to help with the body. They worked in grim synchronization, lifting the weighted bag onto the shore. Luke pulled himself out, water streaming from his suit.

      "Male, approximately thirty to thirty-five," he reported to the coordinator. "Been down at least five days by my estimate."

      The deputy who'd been called to the scene stepped forward, clipboard ready. He was young—probably hadn't seen many river recoveries.

      "Accidental drowning?" the deputy asked, pen poised.

      Luke unzipped his wetsuit collar, letting cool air hit his neck. "That's not my determination to make."

      "But off the record? Car accident, went off the bridge?" The deputy's eyes flicked toward the old bridge upstream. "We get a couple every year."

      "I saw restraint marks on both wrists. Deep ones."

      The deputy's pen paused. "Could be self-inflicted. Suicide."

      Luke didn't argue. Instead, he knelt beside the body bag and carefully unzipped it just enough to reveal the victim's hands. The bloating had distorted the features, but nothing could hide the angry purple-black rings around both wrists.

      "Self-inflicted?" Luke asked quietly.

      The deputy stared, then swallowed. "I'll call the detective unit."

      Luke stood, joints protesting. The cold had settled into his bones, the kind that took hours under a hot shower to drive out. As the deputy walked away, Luke found his gaze drawn back to the river. Water was patient. It kept secrets well, but not forever. What else waited down there in the dark?

      The medical examiner's SUV crunched over the gravel access road, lights flashing without sirens. Luke stepped away, began the mechanical process of removing his gear. His fingers fumbled with the straps, stiff from cold and fatigue.

      "Fourth one this year," said the coordinator, appearing at his side.

      Luke nodded. They both knew what he meant. Fourth body with the same marks. Fourth victim in a town too small for coincidences.

      "You okay?" the coordinator asked.

      Luke stowed his tanks, movements precise despite his exhaustion. "Fine."

      "You always say that."

      "It's always true." The lie came easily after years of practice.

      The coordinator didn't push. He'd known Luke long enough to recognize the wall when it went up. Instead, he squeezed Luke's shoulder once and moved to brief the medical examiner.

      Luke stripped off his wetsuit top, the morning air raising goosebumps on his skin. His shoulders ached with a familiar heaviness—not just from the tanks. Every body he brought up added weight. Invisible, but real. The faces blurred together sometimes, but he never forgot the feel of them through the recovery bag. The terrible limpness. The way water made everyone heavier somehow.

      He watched as the medical examiner knelt by the body, her movements efficient and respectful. Another person who understood what it meant to care for the dead with dignity. She glanced up, caught Luke watching, and gave a small nod of acknowledgment.

      Luke returned the gesture, then turned away. There would be paperwork, statements, the slow machinery of justice grinding forward. But first, he needed to get warm.

      He looked once more at the river, flat and innocent in the strengthening daylight. Something wasn't right in Glory. Hadn't been for months now. And rivers, Luke knew better than most, didn't kill people all by themselves.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Hannah gripped the steering wheel until her knuckles bleached white against the worn leather. The sign welcoming her to Glory, population 4,372, looked faded in the afternoon light—as though the town itself was uncertain about claiming so many souls. Three days since Emily's last call. Three days of silence that screamed louder than any cry for help ever could.

      The photo on the passenger seat slid as Hannah took a curve too fast. She caught it with one hand, steadying it against the vinyl. Emily smiled up at her from glossy paper—hair wild around her face, eyes squinting against sunlight. It was two years old, that photo. Taken before whatever had happened to change her sister's voice on the phone three days ago. Before the whispered "I need help" that cut off mid-sentence.

      Hannah returned her hand to the wheel, fingers trembling slightly. She hadn't prayed in months—not really—but her thoughts formed the shape of a prayer anyway. Not words. Just raw need aimed skyward.

      The bridge spanning the river came into view, narrow and rusted. Hannah slowed, feeling a chill that had nothing to do with the car's faltering heater. Water had always made her uneasy, even before. Now, with Emily missing, the dark current sliding beneath her tires felt like a silent threat.

      Glory unfolded on the other side of the bridge like a town from a forgotten postcard. Main Street businesses with hand-painted signs. A diner where steam fogged the windows. A white church steeple rising above bare-branched trees. Everything looked normal. Peaceful. Small-town ordinary.

      Hannah knew better than to trust appearances.

      She parked her decade-old sedan near the sheriff's office, a square brick building with an American flag hanging limp in the windless afternoon. The engine ticked as it cooled. Hannah didn't move, rehearsing the words she'd practiced for three hundred miles of highway.

      My sister called me from here three days ago.

      She wouldn't just disappear.

      Something's wrong.

      None of it sounded convincing enough. Nothing conveyed the certainty Hannah felt like a stone in her stomach—the knowledge that Emily was in trouble. Sisters knew these things, even sisters who'd fought the last time they'd seen each other.

      Hannah gathered Emily's photo and her own courage. The sidewalk felt unnaturally solid beneath her feet after hours of driving. She pushed open the heavy glass door of the sheriff's office, stepping into fluorescent brightness that hummed overhead like trapped insects.

      The front desk stood empty. Behind it, a wall of wanted posters and community announcements. A coffee maker burbled in some unseen room, the smell of it sharp and burnt. Hannah waited, shifting her weight from one foot to another, Emily's photo clutched against her chest like a shield.

      A door opened, and a woman in a tan uniform emerged. Her expression shifted from distracted to professionally neutral when she spotted Hannah.

      "Can I help you?" The clerk's voice was flat, uninvested.

      Hannah stepped forward, her rehearsed words suddenly tangled. "My sister—I'm looking for my sister."

      The clerk's eyes flickered, almost imperceptible. "Missing persons?"

      "Yes. No. I mean—she's not officially missing. Yet." Hannah placed Emily's photo on the counter, turning it to face the clerk. "Her name is Emily Whitaker. She called me from here three days ago. Then nothing."

      The clerk studied the photo with detached interest. "We haven't had any reports matching that description."

      "She wouldn't have reported herself," Hannah said, the words coming out sharper than intended. "She called me. She was scared. She said she needed help, and then the call cut off."

      The clerk's expression softened into something worse than indifference—pity. "Ma'am, how old is your sister?"

      "Twenty-six."

      "And does she have a…history? Drug problems? Mental health issues?"

      Hannah's fingers curled against the laminate counter. "No. Neither."

      The clerk made a small humming noise, the kind that said she'd heard this story before. "You'd be surprised how many people choose to...move on voluntarily. Start fresh somewhere new."

      "Not Emily." Hannah's voice held steady despite the trembling in her hands. "My sister wouldn't disappear without telling me."

      "Even after an argument?" The clerk's eyes were too knowing.

      Hannah flinched. "How did you⁠—"

      "You mentioned she sounded scared on the phone. Sometimes people call family when they're upset, then regret it after they calm down." The clerk pushed Emily's photo back across the counter. "If you want to file an official missing persons report, you can, but without evidence of foul play..."

      Hannah took the photo, but didn't move. "The last thing she said was 'I need help.' That's evidence enough for me."

      The clerk sighed. "I can give you a form."

      The form was three pages long. Hannah filled it out standing at the counter, her handwriting growing less neat with each line. Date of birth. Height. Weight. Distinguishing marks. Last known location. The clerk took it with another pitying look that made Hannah want to scream.

      "We'll be in touch if anything comes up," the clerk said, already turning away.

      Hannah pushed through the glass door, stepping back into watery afternoon sunlight that did nothing to warm her. She stood on the sidewalk, clutching Emily's photo, feeling the weight of dismissal like a physical thing. But beneath it, determination hardened into something unbreakable.

      A flash of movement caught her attention. Across the street, down toward the river, emergency vehicles clustered near the bank. Red and blue lights pulsed silently against the gathering dusk. People in uniforms moved with purpose. Someone was loading equipment into the back of an SUV.

      Hannah's breath caught in her throat. Without conscious decision, her feet carried her toward the scene. Each step felt like moving through deep water, slow and resistant. Her heartbeat hammered in her ears as she crossed the street, drawn by the terrible magnetism of fear and hope tangled together.

      Yellow police tape stretched between metal stakes, keeping onlookers at bay. A small crowd had gathered—three men in fishing gear, an elderly couple, a woman clutching a child's hand. Hannah joined them, scanning the scene for information, for confirmation, for denial of what her heart already suspected.

      A man in a wetsuit stood apart from the others, his back to the crowd as he packed diving gear into a truck. Something about the set of his shoulders—the careful, measured movements of someone carrying invisible weight—made Hannah watch him. He turned slightly, profile visible for a moment. His face looked carved from stone, eyes focused on some middle distance that no one else could see.

      Beyond him, on the riverbank, a black bag lay zipped and still.

      Hannah pressed her fist against her mouth, trapping the sound that tried to escape. Not Emily. It couldn't be Emily. But it was someone's sister, someone's daughter, someone's whole world lying there on the cold ground.

      The diver closed his truck and turned, gaze sweeping across the small crowd. For a moment—just one—his eyes met Hannah's. She saw recognition there, not of her specifically, but of what she represented. Someone waiting for answers. Someone afraid of what those answers might be.

      Hannah took a step forward, then another. The police tape stretched between them like a promise she was about to break.

      "Excuse me," she called, voice steady despite the earthquake in her chest. "I need to know who you found."
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      The single bulb overhead cast shadows like bruises across the files spread before him. Luke rubbed his eyes, gritty from too many hours staring at the faces of the missing. The sheriff's records room smelled of dust and forgotten promises—paper yellowing at the edges, testimonies filed away and left to age like unwanted memories. He traced a line on the map with his index finger, connecting another red pin to the cluster that hugged the river's meandering path through Glory.

      Six cases. Six people gone in eight months. All within five miles of the water.

      "This isn't coincidence," he murmured to the empty room.

      The woman from the riverbank had filed a report yesterday—Emily Whitaker, 26, last heard from three days ago. Her file was thinner than the others, newer. The photo showed a young woman with wild hair and laughing eyes, the kind of face that belonged on Christmas cards, not missing persons reports. Luke had asked for her file after their brief encounter by the river, claiming professional interest after the recovery dive. The clerk had been too busy to question why a volunteer diver wanted access.

      Luke spread the autopsy photos from yesterday's recovery beside Emily Whitaker's intake form. Male victim, unidentified. Approximately thirty. Dark ligature marks around both wrists, deep enough to cut skin. Luke flipped through Emily's file until he found what he was looking for—a medical report from six months earlier. Minor injuries. Hospital visit in Ashton County, one town over.

      He leaned closer, squinting in the harsh light. The medical examiner's notes mentioned "suspicious bruising around wrists consistent with restraint." Luke's stomach tightened. The same marks. The same signature.

      His shoulder throbbed as he shifted in the hard wooden chair. Eight hours hunched over these files had turned his muscles to stone. Luke rotated his neck, hearing the bones crack like kindling. Coffee from the station's ancient machine had gone cold beside him, a skin forming on its surface like a scab.

      Outside, evening had settled over Glory. The single window showed only darkness now, the glass reflecting Luke's tired face back at him. He looked older than thirty-nine in this light—the years in the Coast Guard and the ones after etched into the lines around his eyes. Years of finding people too late.

      The door behind him opened without warning. Luke didn't need to turn; the reflection in the window showed her clearly enough. The woman from the riverbank—Hannah Whitaker. Her coat was damp from the mist that rose off the water after sunset, her hair darker than in the sunlight. She clutched something against her chest—the same photo from her sister's file.

      "They said I'd find you here," she said, her voice stronger than he expected.

      Luke turned slowly, gestured to the only other chair in the room. "Miss Whitaker."

      She didn't sit, eyes fixed on the spread of files, the map with its red pins. "Are those all..."

      "Missing persons. Yes."

      Her gaze found her sister's photo among the papers. Something flickered across her face—hope and dread tangled together. "You have Emily's file."

      Luke nodded, reached for a blank report form, and slid it across the table with precise, careful movements. "The form you filed yesterday doesn't have enough detail. Medical history. Friends' names. Places she frequented."

      Hannah's fingers closed around the paper but didn't lift it. "I already told them everything I know."

      "Tell me instead." Luke pushed his cold coffee aside. "The sheriff's department follows procedure. I'm looking for patterns."

      "Why?" The question was blunt, direct. "You're just a diver."

      "Former Coast Guard." Luke didn't elaborate. Didn't mention the nightmares, the faces of those he couldn't save. "I notice things."

      Hannah finally took the seat opposite him, her eyes never leaving his face. She had the look of someone who'd stopped sleeping days ago, running on nothing but fear and determination.

      "Emily called me three days ago," she said, words clipped with urgency. "She was scared. She said she needed help, then the call cut off. That's not like her."

      "Even after an argument?" Luke kept his voice neutral.

      Hannah's eyes widened slightly. "How did you⁠—"

      "Your file mentioned 'strained recent communications.'"

      She looked down at her hands, curled tight around the photo. "We fought. Last time we spoke face-to-face. Something stupid about money she borrowed." Her voice caught. "I said things I shouldn't have. But she still would have told me if she was leaving town."

      Luke nodded, watching her face. There was no deception there, only raw worry carved into every feature. "Was Emily seeing anyone? Someone new in her life?"

      "No one serious. At least, not that she told me about." Hannah looked up suddenly. "Is anyone actually looking for her? The clerk acted like she'd just…decided to disappear."

      Luke hesitated, weighing truth against comfort. In his experience, people deserved the former, rarely wanted the latter. "Small towns have limited resources. Without evidence of foul play⁠—"

      "So they're not." Hannah's voice sharpened. "Are they even connecting these cases? Looking for patterns?"

      Luke glanced at the map, the red pins clustered like wounds. "Not officially."

      "What does that mean?"

      "It means I see things the sheriff isn't looking for." Luke tapped the autopsy photos. "The body we recovered yesterday had restraint marks. Similar to injuries in your sister's medical history."

      Hannah went very still, eyes fixed on the photos. "You think whoever killed that man took Emily?"

      "I think six people missing near the same river isn't coincidence. Four bodies recovered with similar marks isn't random." Luke kept his voice steady. "I can't prove connection yet."

      "Yet," Hannah repeated, the word like a lifeline. "You're still looking."

      Luke nodded, feeling the weight of her hope settle across his shoulders. It was a familiar burden, one he'd carried and failed before. He closed his eyes briefly, the familiar words forming without sound: Not for success. Just for courage.

      When he opened them, Hannah was watching him with a strange expression. "What was that?"

      "Prayer," Luke said simply. He wasn't embarrassed by it, but he didn't elaborate either. Faith was action, not explanation.

      Hannah's gaze dropped to his hands, to the pale scars that ran across his knuckles like tide marks. She opened her mouth as if to ask, then seemed to think better of it.

      "I'll keep looking," Luke said, beginning to gather the files. "Off the record, if necessary."

      "Why?" The question was soft, genuine.

      Luke's hands stilled on the papers. The truth was complicated—guilt, responsibility, the faces that haunted him from rescues gone wrong. But underneath it all was something simpler.

      "Because someone should," he said finally. "Go home, Miss Whitaker. Fill out that form. And I'll call if I find anything."

      But the set of her shoulders as she rose told him she wouldn't wait for his call. She wouldn't wait for anyone. And somehow, Luke understood that completely.
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        * * *

      

      The river spoke in hushed tones as dusk bled the color from the sky. Hannah stood at the bank where emergency vehicles had clustered yesterday, where they'd pulled someone's loved one from the depths. The mud at the water's edge still bore tire tracks from the medical examiner's SUV, churned earth that hadn't yet surrendered to the river's persistent lapping. She'd driven here straight from the sheriff's office, drawn to this place of recovery and loss like a wound that needed examining.

      No one else had come to this spot as evening settled. The more popular fishing areas were upstream, where the water ran clearer and shallower. Here, the river deepened, curled around a bend, and kept its secrets close.

      Hannah wrapped her arms around herself, her coat insufficient against the chill that rose from the water. Mist curled around her ankles like ghostly fingers, damp and insistent. It smelled of wet stone and decay, of things hidden beneath surface tension. The same river had carried her across the bridge into Glory three days ago. The same water that might have carried Emily away.

      She took three steps forward until the toes of her boots touched the water's edge. Then, slowly, Hannah lowered herself to her knees. The cold mud immediately soaked through her jeans, but she barely registered the discomfort. Physical sensations seemed distant, secondary to the ache that had taken residence beneath her ribs since Emily's call cut off.

      From her pocket, she withdrew the photo—Emily with her wild hair and laughing eyes. The one she'd shown to the diver, to the sheriff's clerk, to anyone who might help. The edges had softened with handling, creases forming across Emily's smile. Hannah placed it carefully on a dry stone beside her, a silent witness to what came next.

      Her fingertips pressed into the wet earth, mud collecting beneath her nails. The sensation grounded her as tears tracked warm paths down her cold cheeks, the only heat in her body concentrated in those silent trails of grief.

      "Why aren't You listening?"

      The whisper scraped against her throat, aimed skyward. The first words of prayer she'd spoken aloud in months emerged as accusation rather than supplication.

      "She called me for help. Where were You?" Hannah's voice strengthened, anger warming her blood. "She's a better person than I am. Kinder. More faithful. Even when everything fell apart, she still believed."

      The river didn't pause in its constant movement. The sky continued darkening. No divine voice interrupted her bitter litany.

      "Why her? Why not me?" The question broke in the center, splitting into a sob. "I was the one who pushed her away. I was the one who didn't believe her when she said she was changing."

      The memory of their last face-to-face meeting rose like the mist—Emily sitting across from her at a diner booth three months ago, asking for money, again. The familiar pattern they'd danced through for years. But something had been different that time. Emily's eyes had been clear, her hands steady as she'd promised, "This is the last time, Hannah. I'm getting help. I'm fixing things."

      Hannah had laughed, bitter and disbelieving. "You've been 'fixing things' for years. I'm not your personal bank."

      The hurt in Emily's eyes had been real. So had the determination. "I know what you think of me. But people can change."

      "When they want to badly enough," Hannah had snapped. "You don't."

      She'd regretted the words immediately. Even more when Emily had stood, said quietly, "I do want to. I just hoped you'd believe in me this time," and walked away.

      Three months of strained texts and brief calls had followed. Then three days ago, Emily's voice, urgent and afraid: "Hannah, I need help. There's something happening here. People are disappearing. I think someone's following—" Cut off mid-sentence.

      Now Hannah curled forward, forehead nearly touching the mud, shoulders shaking with the force of her confession. "I'm sorry," she whispered, no longer certain who she was addressing—God or Emily or herself. "I'm so afraid I'll never see you again. That the last thing I did was doubt you. Again."

      The river continued its constant murmur, carrying her words away with each ripple. Around her, darkness gathered like a shroud, the trees across the water becoming black silhouettes against a charcoal sky. No stars emerged. No answers descended.

      Hannah remained kneeling until the cold had seeped into her bones, until her legs had gone numb against the muddy ground. Then, with slow, deliberate movements, she pushed herself upright. Mud clung to her jeans in dark patches. She wiped ineffectually at them, then at her tear-stained cheeks, smearing dirt across both.

      She retrieved Emily's photo, tucking it back into her pocket, close to her heart. The resolve that settled in her felt like a stone—hard and immovable. She wouldn't wait for divine intervention. Wouldn't depend on the sheriff's office with its forms and procedures and limited resources. Wouldn't place her hope in the diver with his maps and patterns and cautious promises.

      She would find Emily herself. She would search every inch of Glory if necessary, wade into its darkness, confront its secrets.

      Hannah turned from the river, its surface now black as obsidian in the fallen night. Faith hadn't brought her answers. Prayer hadn't brought Emily home. Perhaps action would succeed where devotion had failed.

      As she climbed the small incline toward her parked car, Hannah felt something shift inside her—not quite peace, certainly not acceptance, but purpose. Solid and certain as the ground beneath her feet.

      Emily had needed help three days ago. Hannah would provide it now, with or without God's assistance. With or without anyone else's belief.

      Her sister was here, somewhere. And Hannah would not leave Glory until she found her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      The darkness before dawn held the river in its grip, a living thing breathing mist into the cold air. Luke Mercer moved through it like a ghost, equipment bag slung over one shoulder, wetsuit already half-zipped against his skin. No sheriff's vehicles, no recovery team, no witnesses—just a man and water and the weight of a promise he'd made to himself after reviewing those files. Six people missing. Four bodies recovered. One woman still searching for her sister. He'd come back to find what others hadn't thought to look for.

      Luke set his equipment on the rocky shore, movements precise despite the darkness. His dive light cast a harsh circle as he methodically checked each piece of gear—tank pressure, regulator function, mask seal. The river gurgled softly nearby, patient and indifferent. He'd chosen this spot carefully, upstream from yesterday's recovery site but downstream from where Emily Whitaker had last used her cell phone, according to the records he'd accessed after hours.

      His fingers stiffened in the cold as he tightened straps and secured clips. This wasn't sanctioned—the sheriff would call it unauthorized use of county resources, though the gear was Luke's own. The risk didn't matter. Something connected these cases, these people, this river. The truth waited beneath the surface, and Luke had spent his life retrieving things from depths that wanted to keep them.

      The eastern sky remained stubbornly black as Luke finished his preparations. His watch read 4:37 AM. Two hours before anyone would miss him. Two hours to search where no one else had bothered to look. He sealed his wetsuit, the neoprene tight across his shoulders, and tucked his regulator over his shoulder.

      Three steps away from his gear, he stopped. The ritual never changed, even when no one watched. Luke closed his eyes, the weight of the tank pressing into his spine.

      "Lord," he whispered, "not for success. Just for courage."

      The same words every time. Not eloquent, not long, but genuine. The prayer wasn't magic—didn't guarantee anything—but it steadied something in him that needed steadying.

      The water embraced him like an old enemy, cold enough to steal his breath despite the wetsuit. Luke descended slowly, the beam of his underwater light barely penetrating the murky brown water. Visibility was worse than yesterday—maybe eighteen inches on a good day. Today wasn't good. The silt swirled in lazy patterns, disturbed by his careful movements.

      The river bottom appeared gradually—a landscape of rocks, sunken logs, and the scattered debris of human carelessness. Luke moved methodically, sweeping his light in practiced arcs. Each breath hissed loud in his ears, a reminder of life in a place that had claimed too many. The current nudged against him, not strong but persistent, like doubt trying to push him off course.

      Twenty feet down, the temperature dropped another degree. Luke ignored the cold settling into his bones. His body knew this discomfort well enough to file it away as background noise. The real focus remained on the search pattern, on the small section of river he'd mapped out in his mind. Missing persons didn't just vanish. They left traces. Threads. Evidence that something had gone wrong.

      He'd been down almost twenty minutes when the current shifted, bringing a cloud of silt that momentarily blinded him. Luke held position, letting it settle rather than fighting against it. Patience was as much a diving tool as any piece of equipment. When the water cleared enough for his light to cut through, something caught the beam—a flash of unnatural color against the monotone river bottom.

      Luke moved closer, adjusting his buoyancy with practiced ease. A piece of fabric, torn and mud-stained, trapped between rocks. He reached forward, his gloved hand hovering just above it. The material looked synthetic, with a distinctive purple-blue color that matched the description of Emily Whitaker's jacket from the missing person report.

      His heartbeat quickened despite his training. Luke carefully worked the fabric free, disturbing as little of the surrounding silt as possible. The piece was larger than he'd first thought—maybe eight inches long, with a jagged edge where it had been torn. He secured it in one of the waterproof evidence bags from his belt, sealing it with fingers that remained steady through years of discipline.

      As he tucked the bag away, his light caught something else—a glint of metal half-buried in silt. Luke frowned behind his mask. Too deliberate to be random trash. He edged closer, using his fingers to gently brush away the sediment.

      A silver pendant emerged, delicate despite its time underwater. A tiny cross suspended within a circle, attached to a broken chain. Luke's chest tightened. Hannah Whitaker had described her sister's necklace—the one she never took off—in the report he'd reviewed yesterday.

      He lifted it with care, mud swirling up from the riverbed. The pendant felt impossibly small in his gloved hand, a fragile thing that somehow survived while its owner remained missing. Luke secured it in a second evidence bag, his pulse hammering in his ears loud enough to drown out the sound of his regulated breathing.

      Evidence, not proof of death. He repeated the thought like a mantra as he checked his air supply. Two items didn't mean a body waited nearby. The jacket could have torn during a struggle near the water. The necklace could have broken as she escaped. There remained room for hope in these discoveries, though experience whispered caution.

      The cold had seeped past his wetsuit now, settling into his marrow. Luke began his ascent, following his training despite the urgency he felt. As the surface approached, watery daylight breaking through the darkness, his mind filled with Hannah Whitaker's face—the determination in her eyes, the exhaustion in the set of her shoulders, the faith she clung to despite her anger. She deserved answers. These small pieces might provide the first real ones.

      Luke broke the surface into the gray half-light of early morning. The mist had thickened during his dive, shrouding the shore in ghostly white. He climbed onto the rocky bank, water streaming from his wetsuit in silver rivulets. The evidence bags weighed nothing in his hand, yet felt heavier than his entire gear set.

      His face remained composed as he removed his mask and tank, but his hands betrayed him—a fine tremor as he set the evidence bags on a dry rock. Luke stared at them, at the fabric and pendant that confirmed Emily Whitaker had been in this river. But had she emerged? The question hung in the air, unanswered.

      He dried his hands carefully before reaching for his phone. Hannah deserved to know immediately. No official channels, no delay, no bureaucracy to filter the truth. Just the evidence and what it might mean.

      Luke dialed her number, his eyes still fixed on the pendant. The cross glinted dully through the plastic, a symbol of faith now serving as potential evidence in a disappearance that looked increasingly like something worse.

      As the phone rang, Luke found himself repeating his prayer again, this time for Hannah Whitaker. Not for success. Just for courage. They would both need it for whatever came next.
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        * * *

      

      The motel room smelled of dust and discount air freshener, a thin veneer of pine attempting to cover decades of stale cigarettes and spilled beer. Hannah sat on the edge of the sagging mattress, a cup of coffee cooling on the nightstand, her attention fixed on the photograph in her hands. Emily smiled up at her, caught in a moment of joy two summers ago, before everything fell apart. Hannah's thumb traced the edge of the photo, worn soft like an old dollar bill from constant handling, constant viewing, constant proof that Emily had existed—did exist—somewhere beyond the silence of the past three days.

      The lamplight cast yellow shadows across Emily's face, distorting her smile into something that looked more like a grimace. Hannah adjusted the angle, trying to recapture the genuine happiness that had been there when she'd taken the picture. Their last good day together, though neither had known it at the time.

      "Where are you?" she whispered, the question falling into the empty room like a stone into still water.

      Hannah stood abruptly, unable to contain the restless energy that had kept her pacing the small room since returning from the riverside. Six steps to the bathroom door. Eight steps to the window. Turn. Repeat. The cheap carpet had already formed a visible path from her movements, like an animal wearing a track in its cage.

      She paused at the window, pulling aside the thin curtain. The neon vacancy sign buzzed outside, painting the parking lot in sickly red light. Two cars besides her own. A pickup truck with mud-caked tires. The night pressing against the glass like something alive and hungry.

      The memory ambushed her without warning—their last face-to-face meeting, the argument that had splintered what little connection remained between them. The Silver Spoon Diner in Lexington, three months ago. The vinyl booth had squeaked beneath Hannah as she'd shifted uncomfortably, watching Emily stir too much sugar into her coffee.

      "Just until I get back on my feet," Emily had said, eyes fixed on the dissolving sugar crystals. "Two hundred. That's all I need."

      Hannah remembered the weight of exhaustion, the familiar script they'd followed too many times. The neon sign outside had flickered, casting intermittent blue light across Emily's face through the rain-streaked window. Everything had smelled of burnt coffee and grease and disappointment.

      "You've been 'getting back on your feet' for years." Hannah had heard the bitterness in her own voice but couldn't stop it. "I'm not your personal bank."

      Emily had finally looked up then, and something was different in her eyes—a clarity Hannah hadn't seen in a long time. "I know what you think of me. But people can change."

      "When they want to badly enough," Hannah had snapped, the coffee bitter on her tongue. "You don't."

      The words had hit Emily like a physical blow. She'd recoiled, shoulders curving inward, coffee spoon frozen mid-stir. The hurt in her eyes had been raw, unfiltered.

      "I do want to," she'd said quietly, each word measured and deliberate. "I just hoped you'd believe in me this time."

      Hannah had stood, thrown money on the table, words rushing out before she could reconsider. "I believed in you the first ten times. I can't afford to anymore."

      Emily hadn't followed as Hannah had pushed through the diner door. Outside, rain had just begun to fall, hitting the pavement in fat drops that smelled of ozone and impending storm. Thunder had rolled in the distance as Hannah had climbed into her car, hands shaking with anger. Or was it guilt? The line had blurred, even then.

      Now, standing in the motel room with Emily's photograph, Hannah's throat tightened with unspoken apologies. The diner scene played on loop in her mind—what she should have said, what she should have seen, how differently she should have acted. Regret was a useless emotion until it wasn't, until it became the fuel that kept her searching when others had already written Emily off.

      Hannah returned to the bed, perching on its edge as if ready for flight. She traced Emily's face in the photo, the curve of her smile, the slight dimple in her left cheek. "I should have listened," she whispered. "I should have believed you were changing."

      Her phone rang, the sound jarringly loud in the quiet room. Hannah startled, nearly dropping the photograph. Unknown number, but with Glory's area code. She answered on the second ring.

      "Hannah Whitaker." Her voice emerged steadier than she felt.

      "It's Luke Mercer." The diver's voice was low, careful. "I found something."

      Hannah's body went rigid, her free hand clutching Emily's photo so tightly the edges bent. "What? Where?"

      "In the river, upstream from yesterday's recovery site." A pause, heavy with unsaid things. "A piece of fabric that matches

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        Thin Red Line
      


      		
        Maiden’s Blush - Exclusive Freebie
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/echoesofmercy.jpg






OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen.png





