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CHAPTER 1
THE RIVER GIVES UP ITS DEAD
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The call came at 9:07 a.m., exactly thirty-three years after the first body went into the river.

Marcus Webb didn't know that yet. He was staring at cold coffee on his desk, calculating how long he could avoid yesterday's case file before someone noticed, when his phone buzzed.

"Webb."

"Detective, we've got a situation at the river." The voice was young, tight with barely controlled nerves. Officer Ramirez, if Marcus remembered right. Three months out of the academy. "Downstream from the old diversion gates. You need to see this."

Marcus was already reaching for his jacket. Twenty years on the job had taught him to read voices—this kid was scared. "What kind of situation?"

"Human remains, sir. At least... we think they're human."

"You think?" Marcus wedged the phone against his shoulder while he checked his gun. "Either they are or they aren't."

"The thing is—" Ramirez's voice dropped lower. "Whatever's down there, it's been there a long time. The drought pulled the water back and now we're seeing things that should've stayed buried."

Marcus felt something cold settle in his chest. The river had been shrinking for months, retreating inch by inch like a guilty conscience finally exposed. By late August, it was no longer really a river—just a dark ribbon cutting through exposed mud and cracked stone. People walked where water had moved for generations. Children crossed it without wetting their shoes.

And now it was giving up its dead.

"I'm fifteen minutes out," Marcus said. "Secure the scene. No press, no bystanders, and for God's sake, don't let County get there before me."

"Too late for that, sir. They're already asking about jurisdiction."

"Tell them to wait." Marcus ended the call and headed for his car, ignoring the three other messages from his supervisor that he'd been dodging all morning.

The drive took closer to twenty minutes through heat that made the asphalt shimmer and bend. The river road followed the water's old path, though for most of the way there was nothing to see—just a shallow trench, scattered puddles trapped in the deepest bends. A heron stood motionless in one of them, as if waiting for something to return that never would.

Marcus's phone buzzed twice more. Captain Morrison. He let it ring. Whatever lecture was coming could wait until he knew what he was dealing with.

When he pulled up to the access point, three county vehicles sat at odd angles on the shoulder, light bars off. No crime scene tape yet. No media vans. That told him everything he needed to know—they were hoping this would go away quietly. Historical remains. Archaeological curiosity. Someone else's problem.

Not if Marcus had anything to say about it.

He parked and walked toward the riverbed, and that's when the smell hit him—not the expected rot of recent decomposition, but something older and worse. Ancient earth that had been sealed underwater for decades, now forced to breathe. The sickly-sweet stench of mud gone bad. Marcus's stomach turned. He'd smelled plenty of bodies in twenty years, but this was different. This smelled like time itself had decomposed.

Two county officers and a woman in forensic gear stood thirty yards downstream, their body language screaming that they'd rather be anywhere else. The woman—Sarah Chen, Marcus recognized her from a conference last year—was crouched near something in the mud, careful not to touch.

"What do we have?" Marcus called out as he approached.

Officer Ramirez turned, relief flooding his young face. "Detective Webb. Thank God. We weren't sure if this was your jurisdiction or if we should—"

"It's mine." Marcus reached them and followed their collective gaze to what they'd all been carefully avoiding looking at directly.

At first glance, it did look like debris—pale shapes protruding from dark mud at a shallow angle, partially obscured by stones that had settled around them over time. Nothing dramatic. No obvious violence. No theatrical arrangement.

Just profoundly, unmistakably wrong.

Marcus crouched beside Chen, his knees cracking. When had he gotten old enough for that? "Talk to me, Sarah."

"Long bones," she said without looking up. "Human. Confirmed femur and tibia. Possibly more below, but I won't know until we excavate." She gestured with a gloved finger. "See the positioning? Not vertical. At an angle, like they were laid here deliberately."

"How long?"

She hesitated, which was answer enough. Chen didn't hesitate unless the news was bad. "Not recent."

"How not recent?"

"Years. Maybe decades." She finally met his eyes. "I can't be more specific without lab work, but based on the sediment layering and the degree of mineralization I'm seeing... this has been here a very long time."

Marcus straightened, brushing mud from his hands. Decades. That single word changed everything. Decades meant jurisdictional nightmares. Decades meant witnesses who were dead or couldn't remember. Decades meant a case that everyone would want to bury right back where they'd found it.

"Any chance it washed in from upstream?" he asked, already knowing the answer. "Recent flood deposit?"

"No." Chen shook her head firmly. "See the stone placement around it? The sediment pattern? This is in situ—meaning it's been here, in this exact spot, for a long time. And there's something else."

"What?"

"The larger stones upstream." She pointed. "They're creating a natural eddy pattern. Smaller sediment would settle here, build up gradually. Whoever placed this understood hydrology. They knew exactly what they were doing."

Marcus felt that cold sensation in his chest intensify. "You're saying someone engineered this? Deliberately created a burial site that would be preserved?"

"That's exactly what I'm saying." Chen's voice was quiet. "This wasn't panic. This wasn't someone dumping a body and running. This was patient. Calculated. They trusted the river to do its job."

"Which was?"

"To wait." She looked at him. "To hide this until the time was right."

Or until the drought forced the river's hand, Marcus thought. He pulled out his phone and started taking photos, documenting the angle, the stones, the way the bones emerged from decades of accumulated sediment.

Behind him, the older county officer cleared his throat. "Detective? We need to talk about jurisdiction."

Marcus didn't turn around. "Nothing to talk about."

"County's saying if this predates 1980, it falls under archaeological protocols. They want to hand it to the state archaeologist, save us all a lot of—"

"No." The word came out harder than Marcus intended. He straightened and faced them. "This is a potential homicide. We treat it that way until proven otherwise."

The officer shifted uncomfortably. "With all due respect, if it's been here thirty, forty years—"

"Then someone got away with murder for thirty or forty years." Marcus held his ground. "And they don't get to keep getting away with it just because it's inconvenient for County's budget."

Silence. Ramirez looked at his feet. The older officer's face showed that calculation Marcus had seen a thousand times—effort versus outcome, political pressure versus doing the right thing.

"This is going to take resources we don't have," the older officer finally said.

"Then find them." Marcus turned back to the bones. "I want the original survey maps for these diversion gates. Maintenance records going back to 1960 if we have them. And someone needs to pull every missing person case in this county from 1970 to 2000. Names, dates, circumstances. All of it."

"That's going to take—"

"Then start now."

The officer opened his mouth to argue, but Marcus's phone rang. Captain Morrison. Third time in twenty minutes. He couldn't avoid it forever.

"Webb."

"Tell me," Morrison's voice came through tight and controlled, "that you're not about to open a decades-old cold case with no budget, no leads, and County threatening to pull jurisdiction."

"I can't tell you that, Captain."

"Jesus Christ, Marcus." A heavy sigh. "We've got active cases. Real cases. Cases where the victims are recent enough that witnesses might actually remember something useful."

"Someone put a body in that river," Marcus said quietly. "Someone smart enough to hide it for thirty years. Someone who understood sediment patterns and water flow and how to use the earth itself to keep a secret. That doesn't just go away because it's inconvenient."

A long pause. Marcus could almost hear Morrison calculating—political pressure from County, budget constraints from the city, the path of least resistance.

"You've got one week," Morrison finally said. "Seven days to establish probable cause for a homicide investigation. If you can't, this goes to state archaeology and we forget we ever found it. Understood?"

"Understood."

"And Marcus? Don't make me regret this." The line went dead.

Seven days. Marcus looked at the exposed bones, the patient river, the miles of dried bed stretching in both directions. Seven days to prove what his gut already knew—that someone had been using this river as a graveyard, and the drought had just exposed the oldest grave.

His phone buzzed with a text from an unknown number:

*Stop digging. Some things should stay buried.*

Marcus stared at the message for a long moment. Then he took a screenshot, forwarded it to his own email for evidence, and turned back to Chen.

"How long to do a preliminary excavation?"

She looked surprised. "Properly? With documentation? Three, maybe four days minimum."

"You've got two. Call in whoever you need. I want to know everything this riverbed can tell us—how long the body's been here, any physical trauma, anything that might identify the victim. Everything."

"Detective, that's not nearly enough time to—"

"It's the time we have." Marcus glanced at the text message again. Someone was watching. Someone who knew he'd found the bones. Someone who wanted this buried again. "And Sarah? Be careful. Whoever sent this—" he showed her the message "—they're still out there."

Chen's face paled. "You think the killer is still alive?"

"I think someone cares enough about this to threaten a police detective within an hour of discovery. Which means either the killer is alive, or someone is protecting them." Marcus looked downstream, where the river curved out of sight. "Either way, we just kicked a hornet's nest that's been quiet for thirty years."

Ramirez stepped closer, nervous. "Should we request protection? If there's an active threat—"

"No." Marcus shook his head. "We keep this quiet. No press releases, no public statements. As far as anyone knows, we're doing an archaeological survey. Just routine work because of the drought."

"But the text—"

"Means we're already close to something they don't want found." Marcus felt that familiar tightness in his chest, the one that always came when a case was about to get complicated. "And that means we keep digging."

He walked the perimeter while Chen organized her equipment and the county officers made their calls. The riverbed told its own story if you knew how to read it—sediment layers marking flood years, erosion patterns showing seasonal flow, the slow patient accumulation of debris. Marcus crouched near the cluster of deliberately placed stones and studied how they'd created that eddy pattern Chen mentioned.

Nature was random. This wasn't.

Someone had engineered this burial. Someone with knowledge and patience and time.

Someone who'd trusted the river to keep their secret forever.

His phone buzzed again. Another text from the unknown number:

*You have a son. Lucas, age 6. Think about that before you keep digging.*

Marcus's blood turned to ice. His hand tightened on the phone hard enough that the screen protested. They knew his family. They knew his son's name. They'd just crossed a line that changed everything.

He should report it. Call Morrison, get protection, take this seriously.

But Marcus Webb hadn't become a detective by backing down from threats. And he sure as hell wasn't going to let some anonymous coward dictate whether justice got served.

He typed back a single word: *No.*

Then he turned off his phone and got back to work.

The river had waited thirty years to tell this story. Marcus could give it seven days.

And whoever sent those threats was about to learn that some detectives didn't scare easily—they just got more determined.

Marcus looked at the bones one more time, pale against dark mud, patiently waiting to speak.

"Let's find out who you were," he said quietly. "And who did this to you."

Behind him, the river flowed past empty banks, carrying nothing but memory and mud.

But its secrets were finally starting to surface.

And Marcus intended to pull every single one of them into the light.
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CHAPTER 2
WHAT THE WATER DIDN'T DO
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Marcus made it home at 6:47 p.m., fourteen hours after the call that changed everything.

Anna was in the kitchen, her back to him as she chopped vegetables with mechanical precision. She didn't turn around when he walked in, which told him she'd already heard. News traveled fast in a town this size, especially when bodies surfaced from rivers that were supposed to be empty.

"Lucas asleep?" Marcus asked, setting his keys on the counter.

"An hour ago." Anna's knife struck the cutting board with rhythmic precision. Carrot. Celery. Onion. "He asked why the police cars were at the river. I told him they were looking for old things the drought uncovered."

"That's not far from the truth."

"Isn't it?" Anna finally turned to face him, and Marcus saw the fear in her eyes—the same fear that had been there when he'd worked the Hartwell case, and the Brennan disappearance before that, and every other investigation that consumed him for weeks. "How old, Marcus? The bones they found. How old?"

He shouldn't tell her. It was an active investigation. But twenty-two years of marriage meant some rules got bent. "Decades. Maybe thirty years, maybe more."

Anna's shoulders dropped slightly—relief that it wasn't recent, that whatever horror had happened was distant enough not to touch them directly. "So it's a cold case. Someone else's problem."

"It's my problem now." Marcus opened the refrigerator, stared at its contents without seeing anything. "Morrison gave me a week."

"A week to do what?"

"Prove it's a homicide worth investigating. If I can't, County hands it to state archaeology and we all pretend we never found it."

"And if you can prove it?" Anna's voice was quiet. "What then? You spend months chasing a ghost? You miss Lucas's soccer games and school plays while you dig through records from before we even met?"

Marcus closed the refrigerator door. "Someone put that body in the river. Someone who was smart enough, patient enough, to hide it for thirty years. They don't get to win just because it's old."

"They already won, Marcus." Anna turned back to her vegetables. "Whoever did this—they got away with it. They lived their whole life free while that person rotted in the mud. Maybe they're dead now. Maybe they don't even remember what they did. But you—" She set the knife down. "You're going to chase this until it destroys you."

"Anna—"

"I got a call today." She picked up her phone, showed him the screen. Unknown number. Three missed calls. "Whoever it was didn't leave a message. But they called while I was picking Lucas up from school."

Marcus felt ice flood his veins. "What time?"

"2:47. Why?"

The same number that had texted him. They'd called his wife while he was at the crime scene. They'd called while his son was getting into the car.

"It's nothing," Marcus lied. "Probably spam."

Anna's look told him she didn't believe him, but she was too tired to push. "There's leftover pasta in the fridge. I'm going to bed."

She left the kitchen without kissing him goodnight, and Marcus stood alone in the silence, staring at her phone. Unknown number. No message. Just a reminder that they were watching.

That they could reach his family anytime they wanted.

His own phone buzzed. A text from Sarah Chen:

*Preliminary findings: Female, age 25-35, signs of perimortem trauma to the skull. This was definitely homicide. Come to the lab tomorrow, 7am. You need to see this.*

Marcus saved the message and poured himself a whiskey he didn't drink. Instead, he stood at the kitchen window, looking out at the darkness beyond their yard, wondering if someone was out there watching back.

The river had given up its dead after thirty years of silence.

And someone really, really didn't want him to know why.

—-
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The forensic lab smelled like bleach and coffee, a combination that always made Marcus's stomach turn.

Sarah Chen was already there when he arrived at 6:52 a.m., surrounded by photographs, measurements, and the carefully cleaned bones laid out on an examination table in anatomical order. Even reassembled, they looked small—fragile in a way that made Marcus think of his own mortality.

"Female," Chen began without preamble, gesturing to the pelvic structure. "Based on the pubic symphysis and overall bone density, I'd estimate age at death between twenty-five and thirty-five. Height approximately five-foot-four. Caucasian, though I'll need DNA to confirm ethnicity."

Marcus studied the skull, noting the jagged crack that split the left temple. "Cause of death?"

"Blunt force trauma." Chen pointed to the fracture pattern with a gloved finger. "Single impact, significant force. You can see how the bone fragmented here—that's consistent with a heavy object striking at high velocity. Probably killed her instantly."

"Could it have been accidental? A fall?"

"No." Chen's voice was certain. "The angle's wrong. Falls produce different fracture patterns. This was deliberate. Someone hit her hard enough to cave in part of her skull."

Marcus felt that familiar weight settling over him—the weight of knowing someone had died violently, and that he was now responsible for speaking for them. "Anything that might help identify her?"

Chen moved to another table where personal effects had been laid out. "Not much survived three decades underwater. But we did find these."

She indicated a small collection: corroded metal fragments that might have been jewelry, remnants of fabric too degraded to identify, and—

Marcus leaned closer. "Is that—?"

"A locket." Chen picked it up with tweezers. "Silver. Heavily tarnished, but intact. I haven't tried to open it yet—didn't want to damage any potential evidence inside."

"Can we open it now?"

Chen hesitated, then nodded. She positioned the locket under a magnifying glass and carefully worked a thin blade into the seam. The hinges protested, corroded by three decades of submersion, but finally gave way.

Inside was a photograph, remarkably preserved by the sealed locket. A young woman with dark hair and a bright smile stood next to an older couple—her parents, maybe. The image was faded, the colors shifted toward blue-green, but the faces were clear enough.

Marcus felt something click in his mind. That face. He'd seen it before.

"Sarah, can you make a copy of this? And clean it up if possible? I need to run it against missing person records."

"How far back?"

"Start with 1985 to 1995. If nothing hits, we'll expand the range."

Chen photographed the image from multiple angles. "You recognize her?"

"Maybe. I'm not sure." Marcus pulled out his phone, started scrolling through the digital files Morrison had sent him last night—every missing person case in the county going back forty years. Dozens of faces, dozens of stories, dozens of families still waiting for answers.

He stopped on a case from 1989. Missing person report filed June 14th. Female, age twenty-eight. Last seen leaving her apartment complex in the early morning hours. Vehicle found abandoned at a rest stop twelve miles from the river.

The photograph in the file was black and white, grainy with age.

But the face was the same.

"Catherine Marsh," Marcus read aloud. "Reported missing June 14, 1989. Case went cold after six months. No body, no witnesses, no viable leads."

"Until now," Chen said quietly.

Marcus stared at the skull on the table, trying to reconcile the smiling woman in the photograph with the fractured bones before him. Thirty-four years. Catherine Marsh had been missing for thirty-four years, and no one had known she was
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