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    To the quiet nights and the stories that found me in them.To the part of me that believes even monsters were once boys.And to anyone who's ever walked by the river and felt watched—this one's for you.

Aria Lune
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​Chapter One – The River Gives Back


[image: ]




Cold River wore its silence like a secret.

The morning mist hung low, veiling the banks in a soft hush that made everything feel just a little too still. Daniel Reid stood at the water’s edge, sleeves rolled up, his hands slick with oil from the old fishing boat he’d been fixing since sunrise. The chill in the air didn’t touch him. He liked mornings like this—quiet, blurred, as if the world forgot to be loud for a little while.

Behind him, Miss Candler lit a cigarette with trembling fingers. “You’re some kind of magic, Daniel. That boat hasn’t made a sound since ‘07.”

He gave her a warm grin. “Guess she just needed a little love.”

He made people feel at ease. That was the trick—make them laugh, listen more than talk, help without asking. That way, no one asked what he did at night.

He jogged back into town along the gravel road, waving to the mailman, pausing to fix a kid’s loose bike chain, even handing a thermos of hot coffee to Deputy Kincaid on patrol. Daniel Reid, Cold River’s favorite son. The guy who never said no. The guy who always helped.

So when the Hendersons’ dogs started howling down by the old bridge and someone said something about a body in the river, it was Daniel they called.

He reached the bank first, before the sheriff, before the sirens, before the screams.

And there it was—half-submerged in reeds, pale limbs twisted like driftwood, blonde hair fanned out in the slow-moving current. A shoe still on one foot.

He froze.

Eva Raines.

He didn’t need to get closer. He recognized the small cut on her ankle. The silver bracelet. Her shape. Her silence.

He hadn’t done this.

He always remembered the ones he killed. Eva wasn’t one of them.

The cold didn’t touch him then either—but the hairs on his neck rose, sharp and slow, like the first time he realized someone was watching him.

A truck tore down the hill. Sheriff Ray Raines jumped out, already shouting her name. His voice broke when he saw her. Daniel backed away, careful to keep his hands visible, non-threatening, concerned—just another good man in a bad place.

The crowd started to form. Whispers. Shock. Tears. Some of them looked to Daniel for comfort.

One of them was watching.

He felt it—not grief, not fear. Curiosity. A stillness just past the trees. Someone had led him here. Left her here for him to find.

Daniel Reid had killed eight people in Cold River. Quietly. Precisely. With reason.

Eva wasn’t his.

Which meant someone else was playing his game.

And worse?

They knew the rules.
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​Chapter Two – Pretty Little Wounds
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By the time the forensics van rolled in, half the town was pressed up against the sheriff’s tape.

The river was quiet again, like it hadn't just spit up a corpse.

Daniel stood near the far edge of the scene, just close enough to be seen, just far enough not to be suspicious. His jacket was off, his flannel sleeves rolled down now, hands in his pockets. Calm. Helpful. The guy who found the body.
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