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CHAPTER ONE


The phone shrieked in the dark bedroom, jolting me upright, an alarm my body remembered before my mind did. I knocked over my water glass, heart hammering. Too many calls at this hour had trained me to expect the worst. 
Laura shifted, mumbling, and for a split second, I wished I could let it ring and pretend the world outside our bedroom didn’t exist.
“Jeff,” I said, already knowing it was too damn early for good news.
"Jeff, it's Steve. We’ve got another body. Same pattern," Steve’s voice crackled with urgency. "This one's exactly like the other two. We can't call this a coincidence."
I sat up, swinging my legs over the edge of the bed. Laura stirred beside me, sleep still etched on her face. Her surgical textbook had slipped onto the floor. 
"Where?" I asked, already reaching for my clothes.
"Same place, the Jungle under Interstate 5. Captain Winters wants us at the station in an hour. I'll come by and pick you up."
I ran a hand over my face. The Jungle wasn’t just another of Seattle's homeless camps. It was a maze of tents and plywood shelters pressed between the highway and the woods. A place cops didn’t walk into without backup. 
Laura sat up, fully awake now, with a concerned look as she closed the surgical book that had fallen to her side. "Another one?" she whispered.
I nodded, my mind racing through the implications. "Meeting in an hour. I’ve got to go."
She sat up and ran her fingers through her long, blonde hair. "I need to get up, too. We're doing a triple bypass this morning."
“Using the robot again?” I asked, buttoning my shirt.
She flashed a tired smile. “I’m just the backup now. They want to prove a machine can do what I’ve spent a decade learning.”
I grinned. “You’ll show them a robot’s nothing without you steering it.”
She laughed and tossed a pillow at me. "Go make the coffee. I'll wake Amy up."
A few moments later, I stood at the kitchen counter, coffee steaming in my mug, looking through the patio door as Charlie, our big black lab, made his customary rounds. Every morning, Charlie took it upon himself to protect us from marauding squirrels. Watching him, tail straight out and nose low to the ground, you'd think the safety of the entire neighborhood depended on his vigilance. A watchdog with a hero complex.
Behind me, my three-year-old daughter, Amy, sat curled up in her pajamas at the breakfast table, hugging Mr. Bunny, her ever-present stuffed rabbit, while blinking at her bowl of cereal. Mr. Bunny went everywhere with her. Had since she was old enough to crawl. Ears frayed, one button eye missing. It didn’t matter. That thing was her anchor. I caught myself trying to memorize the curve of her cheek, the way she blinked at her cereal, tiny moments I’d promised myself not to take for granted, not after the things I’d seen.
“Daddy?” she asked softly. “Can we have pancakes today?”
I felt the familiar tug in my chest as I turned and smiled. “Sorry, honey. Not today. But Saturday, I promise we’ll have pancakes, okay?”
She looked down at Mr. Bunny and nodded, as though they’d reached an important agreement.
The hallway echoed with Laura’s footsteps; brisk, deliberate, already in motion. She stepped into the kitchen, dressed in scrubs, her hair tied back, a surgical book tucked under one arm. She looked like someone heading into battle, calm on the outside, but I could tell that she was already calculating every surgical move.
“You ready for it?” I asked.
She nodded, pouring coffee. “If all goes right, he'll be home in three weeks instead of six months. I just hope the damn robot behaves.”
“I keep telling you, it’s jealous of your hands.”
She cracked a tired smile.
Ten years of marriage, and I was still learning how many ways a person could hold stress and love at the same time. Our mornings often felt like this: quiet chaos beneath a fragile veneer of normalcy. It was a balancing act we’d perfected, even if sometimes it seemed precarious.
“Amy, sweetheart, five minutes and we need to get you dressed for daycare, okay?”
Amy mumbled her quiet acknowledgment, still half-asleep.
The front door opened without knocking. Steve Brady, my best friend and partner at the Homicide Division, stood in the doorway, stamping wet leaves off his boots before stepping inside. Tall, broad-shouldered, constantly moving like he was late, Steve flashed a grin my way, then glanced at Amy.
“Uncle Steve!” she exclaimed, waking up a little more.
“Hey there, munchkin,” he said, bending down to kiss the top of her head. He turned to me and nodded toward the coffeepot. “Mind if I help myself?”
“Since when do you ask?” I replied, smiling. “Cup’s in the same place as always.”
Steve poured coffee, leaned against the counter, and took a cautious sip, watching Laura flip through her notes. He raised his eyebrows toward me, silently asking if everything was all right. I shrugged a little in return, just another busy morning, same as always.
“We’ve got that briefing this morning,” Steve finally said, his tone shifting toward serious. “FBI’s coming.”
Laura paused mid-sip, her eyes flicking up. “FBI? That bad?”
“Captain Winters thinks it might be connected. Same setup, same stretch of territory.”
“Serial?” she asked, her voice low so Amy couldn’t hear.
“Too early to say,” I offered. “We’re just covering bases.”
But her eyes didn’t leave mine.
“Jeff… the last time the FBI showed up, you came home with blood on your shirt and didn’t talk for two days.”
“This is different,” I said, though I wasn’t sure it was.
Steve cut in. “These are all homeless. There’s no sign it’s targeting cops.”
Laura shook her head. “You think that makes it better? That just means the guy doesn’t care who gets in the way. And now you’re in the way.”
Her expression softened slightly, but I could see her concern didn't relax. “I know it's your job, but that last one… " She paused. “Amy, sweetheart, go get dressed for daycare. I’ll be right there to help you.”
“Mommy fix hearts today?” Amy asked with solemn eyes.
“Yep,” Laura answered, coming over to stroke Amy’s hair. “Lots of hearts to fix.”
Amy nodded, as if absorbing the importance of her mother’s words. “Then you come home?”
Laura’s voice grew softer, a quiet promise she always kept. “Always come home.”
Amy slipped off her chair, still clutching Mr. Bunny, and padded down the hallway. Charlie came bounding back inside, tail wagging triumphantly, having declared the yard safe once again.
Laura waited until Amy was out of earshot. “It’s different now, Jeff. We have a child. I want her to grow up with a father, not with a folded flag.”
The words fell with weight, silencing the kitchen, even causing Steve to avert his gaze.
“I understand,” I whispered. I understood more than I wanted to. But there was nothing I could say that would make it better. "We’ll talk more tonight, okay? After work.”
Laura nodded, sighing as though she wished she hadn’t said it, but knowing it needed saying. She leaned forward, kissed me, and forced a smile. “Be careful today. Both of you.”
“He will,” Steve promised with a wink.
I pulled her close, the two of us cocooned together, delaying the inevitable separation. Laura checked her watch and sighed. “I have to go,” she murmured.
Her lips brushed mine, warm and familiar. “Do you understand what I'm saying, Jeff? I need you here, in my life, okay? Not just physically." 
“And I want you to always be in my life,” I replied, holding her hand a heartbeat longer than usual. 
Her blue eyes lingered on my face. “You look tired,” she said softly, her fingers brushing against the stubble on my cheeks. “But still handsome as ever for a man in his forties.”
I chuckled, savoring the warmth of her touch. “Thanks, I think."
She smiled at me, her eyes tracing the worry lines that had deepened over the past few years, then headed toward the hallway, pulling her sweater tighter, as if bracing against more than just the autumn chill.
“Sorry if I stirred something up," Steve said.
“It’s fine,” I said, even though we both knew it wasn’t. “We need to have that conversation, anyway.”
He nodded as I grabbed my coat. We stepped outside into the cool, gray morning, closing the door behind us. Steve’s car idled at the curb, exhaust rising into the damp air.
“You okay?” Steve asked.
I glanced back at the house with the subtle ache that came with leaving every morning, knowing Laura and Amy carried on without me, hoping to God they’d always have the chance to do so.
“Yeah,” I said finally, pulling open the passenger door. “Let’s go.”
As we drove away, the silence was heavier than usual, thick with thoughts I couldn't quite put into words. The city was waking up as it did every morning: quiet streets, damp lawns, scattered leaves, the steady rhythm of a world that kept moving forward, unaware of what the day might bring. I told myself I’d come home tonight, like always. I wanted to believe it. Maybe if I kept saying it, the world would agree.







CHAPTER TWO

We drove through the neighborhood, past familiar houses where porch lights were still holding back the shadows of another gray morning. Rain had begun again, fine and misty, the windshield wipers sweeping arcs across the glass.
“You and Laura doing okay?” Steve finally asked, glancing sideways at me.
“We’re fine,” I answered, then sighed, reconsidering. “I’ve been thinking about making a change. Something quieter. Something more predictable.”
Steve nodded. “Something safer? Administrative?”
“Yeah,” I mumbled. “Captain Winters mentioned a position coming open, a training coordinator. More stable hours. Safer.”
Steve kept his eyes on the road, waiting a beat before responding. “Having a daughter like Amy would change me, too. Three years ago, before Amy was born, life was different. You’re a family man now. That’s why I stay single. Don’t want the responsibility that comes with married life.”
I nodded. “I want to see her grow up. I want to grow old with Laura. That makes everything different now. You know I love this job, what we do together, catching bad guys.”
“Like getting shot at?” he laughed. “Like that sniper last year, trying to kill cops? You were pinned behind that Civic for twenty minutes. That was fun, but I guess Laura didn't think so."
“Ever since the riots, she thinks all the bad guys on the street just want to kill cops."
“She’s not wrong to worry. She’s watching you walk out into the dark every morning and hoping the world leaves you alone.”
"Laura wants me to change, get off the street,” I said.
“Does she know you’re getting serious about it?”
“Not entirely,” I admitted. “She keeps mentioning it, like she did this morning. I’ll talk about it with her. Maybe tonight.”
Steve glanced at me again, weighing his words. “You really see yourself behind a desk, man? Teaching rookies how to hold a pen instead of a Glock?”
I shrugged, staring through the window at the blurry shapes of streetlights and mailboxes passing by. “I don’t know. Honestly, I doubt it. But it’s not just about me. Every time I walk out that door, Laura has to live with the chance I might not come back. It’s not fair to her.”
Steve fell silent, turning my words over. He understood. We’d both seen enough relationships crumble under the pressures of this job. But Laura and Amy were different. They were my entire world, and Steve knew it.
“You’re good at the job, Jeff,” he said finally. “One of the best. But I get it. Family has gravity. No matter what you decide, you know I’ve got your back.”
I exhaled, some of the tension easing out of my shoulders. “Thanks, Steve. That means a lot.”
We drove in silence the rest of the way, our thoughts drifting toward the day ahead. When we arrived at the precinct, it was already bustling with activity. Rain-soaked detectives and uniformed officers moved in and out, carrying steaming coffee cups and thick case files.
We climbed the stairs and headed straight to the conference room. Captain Winters stood near the head of the table, flipping through notes. Around the table, several detectives were already seated, murmuring among themselves. At the far end, two FBI agents stood, watchful eyes assessing each new arrival.
Winters nodded at us. “Morning, Hanson. Brady. Glad you made it.”
Steve and I took our seats, shrugging off our damp coats. Winters cleared his throat, calling the room to order.
As the meeting room settled into place, I caught a glimpse of the agents, their sharp suits contrasting with the casual attire of our precinct. Steve and I had worked with these two before on a bank robbery case. The taller of the two, Agent Maria Torres, smiled in recognition. She was fun, found humor is all sorts of situations. Her partner, Agent Dylan Price, or "Mr Doom" as we called him, looked up, nodded, then turned his attention back to the series of images projected on the screen at the front, the photos of a body next to a dumpster.
“Let’s get into it,” Captain Winters called out as he stood at the head of the table, signaling the need for quiet. "We’ve got a killer out there, folks. Three dead in two weeks, all stabbed, all staged. This isn’t random. And it’s not stopping. I've asked the FBI to help us identify any pattern that may point to a suspect. Agents?"
Agent Torres cleared her throat, her dark hair pulled back into a tight bun. She stepped forward. “We appreciate you bringing us in on this case,” she began, her voice steady. “We've reviewed the files and observed similarities in the methods used to kill the three victims.”
Agent Price nodded, flipping through a notepad. His brow furrowed as he processed the images from the slideshow. “Each man was stabbed once, from the back, below the shoulder blade, with a seven and a half inch kitchen knife. There’s a pattern to the wound placement, almost surgical in execution.”
“The knife was left at each scene. No prints," Torres said. "The perpetrator may have worn gloves, but as you know, none have been found.
"The kitchen knives are identical, a common type on sale everywhere," Price added. "Made by Royal Norfolk Cutlery. Less than ten dollars a pair."
"Given the transient lifestyle, it's difficult to identify any potential links between the victims,” Torres added. “So far, we've found nothing. While there may be no links, there's a pattern, and a potential motive of just pure violence.”
Price again, "All older men, all in a drunken state. The alcohol level in two were way above the legal limit."
"We'll have the autopsy report on this morning's murder this afternoon," Torres added. "But from the stench, it will be the same."
As Torres spoke, I felt the familiar itch, the cold click of a puzzle just starting to take shape. But this time, it came with a weight. Three years ago, I’d have been all in. Now, I kept thinking about pancakes and bedtime stories. About how many more times I’d roll the dice.
I leaned forward, forcing myself to think about the business of catching killers. “Are there any other reports of murders that match these in any other areas?”
“We're working a series of killings at truck stops further down I-5. Nothing matches this pattern,” Price interjected, his eyes narrowing. “The precision of the stabbings suggests a killer with some form of medical or military training. They knew exactly where to strike.”
I exchanged a glance with Steve, our unease mirrored in each other’s eyes.
“And the locations,” Torres continued, tapping a series of maps displayed by the projector. “Each murder happened within a few blocks of each other, in areas typically avoided by the public. The killer is aware of their environment and likely uses it to their advantage. The only projection we can make at his point is that older men represent something to the murderer. Perhaps a father figure, an uncle."
Captain Winters crossed his arms and turned to us. "This aligns with the theory that whoever is responsible is targeting these individuals for no reason other than the victims all being homeless men. We need to gather more intel from the area. Hanson, you and Brady have any ideas yet?”
“We’re facing the silence of the clan on this one, Chief. Street people don't want to get involved. Typically, no one has seen anything, no one knows anything,” I said. “They’re not talking. Too scared.”
Detective Reynolds leaned back in his chair, folding his arms across his chest. “I don’t see why we’re making this into something bigger than it is. Three homeless guys getting stabbed in downtown alleys. That’s not exactly unusual. It could be the same perp, some other homeless guy. Maybe one of them found a package of knives. Those people will fight over anything: a drug dispute, an argument over a coat. Who knows? They’ll get drunk and fight over a grocery cart.”
I felt my jaw clench. Beside me, Steve shifted, eyes narrowing.
“These people matter,” I said, keeping my voice steady. “They deserve our attention. Random or not, three murders in the same area with the same method isn’t a coincidence.”
Reynolds shrugged. “Sure, but we’ve got bigger cases right now. These guys didn’t even want help when they were alive.”
I shot him a glare, my pulse quickening. Steve stood before I could respond.
“They’re still victims, Reynolds,” Steve said, leanng over with his hands on the table. “If we ignore this, whoever killed them keeps walking the streets. Maybe next time it’s someone you think matters.”
Captain Winters raised a hand, stopping further argument. “We treat every murder equally. That’s not up for debate. Hanson, Brady, keep working on this. Everyone else, stay aware of what’s going on.”
The meeting broke up after that. Steve and I lingered, exchanging frustrated looks. Maria Torres walked towards us.
"So Winters assigned this to you two," she said, smiling. "That means we get to work with you again."
"I'm sure you're thrilled," I said.
"Being involved with cops that care? Yeah, you bet I'm thrilled. Any ideas at all, call me, okay?"
We headed downstairs to the homicide room and spent the morning reviewing the daily reports and re-examining the autopsy summaries. Lunch passed unnoticed, buried beneath a stack of case files and half-empty Styrofoam containers.
"Let's get out of here," Steve suggested, gesturing towards the exit. "Go talk to some of the folks gathering at the shelter for the night."
"Good idea," I agreed, grabbing my jacket. "Let's head to the one up north."
Soon, we were in a patrol car, leaving the station behind.
The radio crackled to life.
“All units respond. Officer-involved accident at Madison and Boren. Two vehicles. Multiple injuries. One vehicle is a police unit, the other is a red Toyota Highlander.”
Time stopped. Or maybe I did.
Laura drove a red Highlander. She always took Madison.
Steve didn’t say a word. He didn’t have to. My foot slammed the accelerator. The siren screamed to life, but all I could hear was blood roaring in my ears.
We tore through intersections, tires squealing over wet asphalt. I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. My brain locked on a loop of windshield wipers, flashing lights, and the way Amy had looked that morning — bunny pajamas, hair stuck to her cheek.
We hit the corner of Madison and Boren and the world stopped again.
One patrol car — crushed and bleeding smoke, its nose buried in the side of a building.
And across the intersection: Laura’s Highlander.
Crushed against a steel lamppost like a toy someone had stomped on.
The passenger side was folded in, glass exploded outward across the street like a shrapnel bouquet. A red smear ran down the hood. Steam hissed from under the crumpled engine. The airbags had bloomed and now hung limp like dead lungs.
I was out of the car before we stopped moving.
“No. No, no, no, no…”
People shouted. A uniformed officer grabbed my arm. I shoved him off. Another tried. I didn’t feel it.
The world narrowed to one image: Laura slumped in the driver’s seat, motionless, her blonde hair matted with blood, stuck to her cheek.
I clawed at the handle. It wouldn’t move. Metal groaned as I tore at it with both hands, fingers slipping in something slick. I got it open. Ripped it open.
The smell hit me like a punch; burning rubber, antifreeze, coppery blood.
“Laura…” I choked. “Laura!”
Her head lolled slightly. A groan, barely a whisper.
“Amy,” she breathed. “Jeff, get Amy. Help Amy."
My body locked up. I turned.
The backseat was crushed. The car seat had been knocked sideways and wedged against the door frame. Her arms… her arms were limp. Her head was at an angle no child’s head should ever be. Her face was still. Her eyes closed.
“Amy!” I reached in, unbuckled her, tried to lift her out. Her body didn’t move like it should.
“No, no, no. Amy!”
“Jeff!” Steve’s voice cut through the haze. “Get out of the car!”
“They need me!”
“You need to let them work!”
I didn’t remember Steve pulling me back. Just the ground hitting my knees. Hard.
I watched through a wall of tears and sirens and disbelief as the EMTs cut Laura from the car and laid her on a backboard.
One paramedic moved to Amy. I saw the way he looked at his partner. The tiny shake of his head.
I screamed. I don’t even know what I said. Just sound, raw and animal and endless.
And then Steve’s arms were around me, holding me like I’d hold a dying man, because that’s what I was. Right there on the wet pavement, with the rain trying to wash the blood off the street.
"All units respond. Officer-involved accident at Madison and Boren. Two vehicles. Multiple injuries reported. Emergency services are on the way. One vehicle is a police unit, and the other is a red Toyota."
My blood ran cold.
Laura drove a red Toyota Highlander. She always took Madison Street home from the hospital after picking up Amy from daycare.
Steve turned, eyes wide. No words passed between us, just the mutual terror of what might be waiting for us.
Outside, the day seemed suddenly too bright, colors oversaturated as we sped through the rain-slick streets, siren screaming, lights flashing against shop windows and office buildings. My heart pounded in my chest, my knuckles white against the steering wheel.
The second I hit the intersection, I knew.
A patrol car, its front end smashed, was leaning against the side of a building. Laura’s Toyota crumpled against a bent lamppost like some discarded toy. The passenger side twisted in on itself, smoke rising from the engine and curling upward into the air.
Glass was everywhere, scattered across the pavement like shards of light, catching the red and blue strobes from the emergency lights. The entire street looked unreal, loud, broken, and wrong. A crime scene in motion. A goddamn nightmare.
I saw the officer standing beside his wrecked cruiser, eyes wide in stunned horror, his gaze locked on the wrecked vehicle. He looked at me helplessly, eyes filled with terrified realization of what he’d done.
I couldn’t think. I couldn’t move. Then I did.
“No. No, no, no…”
I didn’t even realize I was saying it until someone tried to hold me back. Uniforms, my guys, their arms across my chest, voices yelling my name. But I wasn’t hearing them. I was already across the street, shoving past them, blind to everything but the wreckage. The fear in my chest had turned to something cold and sharp, a blade twisting in my ribs.
I got to the door and tore at the handle. Metal fought back, bit into my fingers. I didn’t care. I ripped it open, the sound of bending steel screaming in my ears.
The smell hit me first: burnt rubber, gas, hot metal, blood. Then I saw her. Laura.
Her head hung forward, blood mingling with her blonde hair. The seatbelt still secured her, but it felt wrong. Everything felt wrong. Her body appeared too motionless. Too silent.
I reached in and grabbed her shoulder. “Laura! Laura, come on, stay with me!”
No response. The sound of sirens and my heartbeat hammering in my ears. Her eyes flickered. Alive.
“Amy,” she muttered. “Jeff, get Amy,” her voice weak, blood started coming from her nose.
I twisted around to the back. Amy’s car seat turned sideways from the impact, half-wedged between the crumpled back seat and the door frame. I pulled at the car seat, turning it over. Her head twisted at a strange angle, and her eyes were closed. Too still. Her hands, those tiny hands that had tugged at my shirt this morning, were limp. No motion. No sound. Nothing.
Steve was there, gripping my shoulders, his voice tight, desperate. “Jeff…come on…please…”
"You need to get out,” another voice yelled at me.
“No!” I screamed. “Amy! Laura!”
Steve pulled me out. “They need to get to them, Jeff. Let them do their work.”
I finally relented, my arms trembling as I surrendered.
Firefighters and EMTs crowded into the wreckage. I stood trembling, watching as saws tore the door off, watching as they put a brace around Laura’s neck. I lunged toward her as they pulled her out. Steve’s arms are holding me back.
“Let them work on her, Jeff. Let them do what needs to be done.”
I saw an EMT in the back with Amy, and saw him turn to someone standing outside the car. He shook his head slowly.
“Amy!” I screamed. “No! She’s alive! No!”
Steve’s hands grasped me, attempting to hold me upright, but I crumbled to my knees, too broken to stand, too empty to care. He knelt beside me, silent, steady, as my world collapsed into a million unfixable pieces.
I saw the ambulance doors closing, carrying Laura away. She wasn’t leaving without me. I stood, then ran forward, slamming my fist against the door as the siren began its mournful wailing and the vehicle moved away. I chased after it, swallowed by the roar of sirens and my own screaming grief, desperate to hold on as everything I loved was being ripped from me.









CHAPTER THREE

The ER waiting room at Harborview Medical Center seemed designed to strip away hope. It was stark, functional, and unforgiving, painted in lifeless shades of beige and gray, filled with plastic chairs built more for endurance than comfort. Fluorescent lights hummed from the ceiling, their stark glare making my eyes burn. I sat hunched forward, my hands clasped tightly between my knees, knuckles white, still streaked with Laura’s blood in the cracks of my skin.
I stared at the floor, at the faded tile, counting the patterns as if the numbers might somehow bring order back into a world that had spun violently out of control. Amy was gone. I repeated it to myself, trying to make sense of words that felt impossible. Amy was dead, and Laura was…. I didn’t even know if she was alive.
Steve sat beside me, elbows resting on his knees. His presence was solid, unwavering, the only thing holding me upright. He hadn’t said a word since we arrived. Didn’t have to. He was there with me. His presence spoke volumes. It said more than words ever could.
The minutes stretched endlessly. Nurses and doctors moved in and out, their faces a blur, their voices hushed as they passed us. Nobody made eye contact. It was as though they knew the depth of my grief, the magnitude of the loss, and were afraid it might somehow rub off on them.
My mind kept returning to the accident, replaying the scene in ruthless clarity. The crumpled car, the twisted metal, the shattered glass scattered like fallen stars across wet pavement. I saw Amy’s little face, her eyes closed, her tiny hands limp in mine. I saw Laura, bloodied and broken, her whispered voice pleading with me to help our daughter. Her voice haunted me now, ragged, desperate, cutting deeper with each memory.
I squeezed my eyes shut, fighting the wave of nausea that threatened to overtake me. My chest crushed under an invisible weight, each breath shallow and painful, grief heavy enough to shatter ribs and steal air. How could life pivot so quickly? This morning, we’d been talking about pancakes, and now…
I pressed a fist against my mouth, swallowing the scream that wanted to tear loose. Maybe if I don’t move, time will stop. Maybe if I don’t breathe, this won’t be real.
The waiting room doors swung open abruptly, a doctor stepping in, clipboard clutched in his hand. He looked tired, strained, a man who’d seen too much tragedy. He approached, as if each step cost him more than he wanted to give. I stood up automatically, Steve rising beside me.
“Mr. Hanson?” the doctor asked, his voice neutral.
“Yes,” I managed, my voice raw, barely recognizable.
“I’m Dr. Fields. Your wife sustained serious injuries. Her condition is critical, but she's alive. She’s in surgery now to repair internal bleeding. The next few hours will be crucial.”
My knees trembled. Relief mixed with terror, a painful surge through my veins. “When can I see her?”
“When she comes out of surgery, she'll be in Recovery for a few hours. Then we'll move her to the ICU. You can see her there,” he said. “We’ll let you know as soon as we can. Please, wait.”
A long pause. “I’m very sorry about your daughter.” His voice cracked slightly on the last word, betraying his professional composure. “We tried, but there was nothing we could do.”
I nodded, unable to speak, my throat closed tight. I felt the floor tilt under me. He left, the doors whispering shut behind him.
I sank back into the chair, shaking, the room itself spinning. Steve laid a hand on my shoulder, a simple touch that said, "I’m here. You're not alone," but right now it did little to soothe the scream inside of me.
I stared again at the floor, my mind racing, desperate for distraction. I studied the other people waiting in the room. A mother holding a sleeping child, a teenager scrolling on her phone, an elderly couple whispering anxiously. I wondered what brought them here. A fall? A heart attack? Something that would pass, or something that would wreck their lives like mine?
“Jeff,” Steve finally said, “I called the captain. Told him everything. He says…”
I shook my head, cutting him off. I couldn’t bear to think about work right now, couldn’t even process the fact that life beyond this hospital existed. All that mattered was Laura, and the dark, terrifying emptiness of losing Amy.
“I don’t care about that. Not now, Steve.”
“I know.” Steve hesitated, then sat back. He respected the silence. He respected my need to hold tight to the fragile edges of sanity that were slipping away.
Hours blurred together, and time lost all meaning. A hospital volunteer offered water and food. I refused it all, my stomach knotted tight with grief. Steve paced periodically, always circling back, unwilling to leave me. I didn’t think I could stand it if he did. The others in the waiting room had gone. I hadn't noticed them leaving.
Eventually, Dr. Fields reappeared, looking older, wearier than before. My pulse quickened as I stood again.
“Laura made it through surgery,” he began. “She’s stable now, but still sedated. We’ll be monitoring through the night.”
My legs buckled. Steve caught my arm just before I sank. Relief washing through me, overwhelming the grief. She’d survived. At least she was still with me.
Steve stayed standing, his jaw clenched so tight I thought it might snap. He didn’t say anything, just turned away for a moment, swiping at something in his eye. Not for me to see. But I saw anyway.“When can I see her?” I asked again, desperation clear in my voice.
“She's in recovery now. When we know she's stable, we'll take her to the ICU. But Mr. Hanson, I need you to understand,” he paused, choosing his words carefully. “The next few days will be tough. She sustained a severe head injury. There could be complications we can’t yet foresee.”
“I need to see her,” I said, the edge of panic creeping into my tone. “I need her to know she’s not alone.”
The doctor nodded, understanding more than his professionalism allowed him to express. “We’ll take you to her as soon as possible.”
Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, a nurse approached and guided me down a maze of sterile corridors toward the ICU. Each step forward felt like a sentence passed. I wasn’t sure if I was walking toward relief or goodbye. Lights overhead flickered, casting faint shadows against the pale walls. The only sound was the muted squeak of the nurse’s shoes against polished floors. Steve walked behind us, a constant presence I desperately needed.
When we reached Laura’s room, my heart twisted at the sight of her. She lay pale and still against stark white sheets, tubes, and wires connecting her fragile body to machines that beeped in rhythm with her shallow breaths. Her head wrapped in gauze, what little of her blonde hair that showed matted, her beautiful face bruised and swollen, barely recognizable.
I approached, afraid to breathe, as though a single wrong move might break the tenuous thread holding her to life. I took her hand, warm, soft, still hers despite everything, and cradled it between mine. I leaned close, whispering words she likely couldn’t hear but that I desperately needed to say.
“I’m here, Laura. I'm right here. You’re not alone. I love you.”
I waited, aching for some response, for her eyelids to open, a smile, but none came. The machines continued their steady, mechanical rhythm. She remained silent, unaware, suspended between worlds.
After a long, aching moment, Steve touched my shoulder. “They need us to step outside, Jeff. Just for a little while.”
I hesitated, then nodded. I leaned down and kissed her forehead, breathing her in, imprinting the scent and feel of her deep into my soul, as though holding tight to her could keep her from slipping away.
“Come back to me,” I whispered one last time. “Please, Laura. Please come back.”
Steve guided me back into the hallway, back into the cold sterility of the waiting room, where the world continued its quiet, indifferent spinning.
Steve sat beside me, silent, elbows on his knees, staring straight ahead. I didn’t look at him, didn’t have to. We’d been through enough to know when words would get in the way. But I caught it anyway, the way his jaw flexed, the way his hands kept tightening into fists, then relaxing. He was holding it together for me. For both of us.
We sat surrounded by empty chairs and silent prayers, waiting. Always waiting. My mind drifted back to Amy, to her laughter and boundless curiosity, to bedtime stories and sticky kisses goodnight.
She was gone, and nothing could ever change that.
And now, as I sat in the waiting room, consumed by sorrow and fatigue, all that was left was waiting for Laura to wake, for any news, for something to cling to in a world that had, in a single, violent moment, taken away nearly everything I held dear. The echo of Amy’s laughter haunted me, a ghostly reminder of the joy that once filled our home. The ache in my chest was a constant, gnawing presence, a cruel reminder of the love I had lost.
Steve, always the practical one, suggested we go check on Charlie. I sat numbly in the passenger seat as he drove, the keys to the house cold and heavy in my hand. I stared out the window; the scenery blurring into a monotonous smear of colors and shapes. Memories of Amy flooded my mind: her infectious giggle, her tiny hands reaching up to grab my leg, her bedtime stories that never seemed to end. I longed to walk into the house and hear her laughter, to see her running to greet me, to kiss Laura, to know the warmth of her embrace.
Steve parked the car on the street. I fought down the growing lump in my throat. The house loomed before me, a silent witness to shattered dreams.
Charlie saw us through the window. I unlocked the door, kneeled down and buried my face in his fur. He didn’t know what had happened, not really, only that something terrible had hollowed out the world. He leaned into me, warm and familiar. I wanted to hold onto him forever, but I couldn’t. Not right now.
“Take him with you,” I told Steve, my voice cracking. “I just… I can’t.” I muttered, my voice a whisper. "I need to take my car to the hospital, to be there, in case she..." My voice trailed off, the words too painful to finish.
Steve nodded, his eyes filled with understanding and compassion. "I know. I'll take him to my house and meet you back at the hospital. You okay to drive?"
I nodded, though I wasn't sure if I was okay at all. The weight of everything was pressing down on me, threatening to crush me, but I had to keep going. For Laura. For Amy.
The drive back to the hospital was a blur. I don’t remember the streets, the traffic lights, or even the act of steering. My mind was a foggy haze, consumed by the thought of Laura lying in that sterile room, fighting for her life. The hospital loomed ahead, its harsh fluorescent lights casting eerie shadows in the darkness. Parking the car was a mechanical action, devoid of thought.
The daytime noise of the hospital had faded, replaced by a haunting stillness. No rushed footsteps, no loud talking. The low hush of a building waiting for morning. The silence was deafening, amplifying the void inside me.
Finding my way back to the waiting room, my legs moving on autopilot. The emptiness of the room mirrored the emptiness inside. I sank into a chair, the cold plastic a stark contrast to the warmth of the memories that played in my mind: the image of Laura's face, her smile, her laughter. I whispered a silent prayer, a plea for her to come back to me. The night stretched on, each minute an eternity, each breath a battle. Despite that, I waited, clinging to the hope that somehow, someway, our family could be whole again.
The nurse at the front desk looked up when she saw me approaching. Her expression softened, a mix of recognition and sympathy. The harsh fluorescent lights above did little to soften her features, but there was a gentle kindness in her eyes that cut through the clinical surroundings.
“Mr. Hanson,” she said, her voice gentle yet firm, a professional veneer barely masking the empathy beneath. “I’m sorry, but you can’t stay with her tonight.”
My jaw clenched before I even registered the action. The tension was automatic, a physical manifestation of the turmoil inside me. I stepped closer, desperation lacing my words. “I need to be with my wife.”
Her eyes held steady, unwavering, though her voice remained calm. “She’s heavily sedated, Mr. Hanson. The doctors don’t want her disturbed.”
“She’s my wife,” I repeated, my voice breaking, the words emerging like a man gasping for air. “Laura needs me. I need to be there for her.”
“I understand,” she said, stepping out from behind the desk, her shoes making a soft whispering sound against the sterile tile floor. “But right now, rest is the best thing for her. The sedation is giving her body the chance it needs to heal.”
I stood there, fists curling at my sides, every muscle in my body tense, willing myself to argue, to fight, to demand something more. But no words came. Nothing I could say would change the reality of the situation. My shoulders sagged under the crushing weight of it all, a burden made heavier by the memories of everything I’d seen, everything I hadn’t been able to prevent.
The nurse reached out, a comforting hand on my arm, her touch grounding me in the present. “Mr. Hanson, I promise you, she’s in the best possible care right now. We’re doing everything we can. She needs you to be strong for her.”
I nodded because I had nothing left to give. I turned away, the nurse’s words a distant echo in my mind, and stumbled back to the waiting room.
Behind me, Steve's voice cut through the suffocating silence that enveloped the sterile hallway. He had come back like he said he would. He looked exhausted, but his presence was as reliable as ever, a rock in the storm of my emotions, unwavering and calm.
“I took Charlie to my place,” Steve said behind me, his voice cutting through the stillness like a steady hand on my back. “Come on, let’s get some air.”
He’d come back, just like he said. Always did. His presence, quiet and grounded, was the one thing in this building that didn’t feel sterile or temporary.
I didn’t argue. Didn’t have the energy. Grief had hollowed me out. I let him guide me down the corridor, his hand steady on my shoulder, a lifeline I hadn’t realized I needed. Overhead, the fluorescent lights buzzed and flickered, casting tired shadows that mirrored everything I felt inside.
We pushed through the heavy double doors that led outside. The air was crisp, biting at my skin. It was a welcome change from the stifling atmosphere inside. A low ceiling of clouds stretched across the city like a warning. It felt like the sky was bracing for something, just like I was.
Faint sounds of the city echoed around us: distant sirens, the hum of traffic, the occasional murmur of voices. But out here, it felt different. It felt real. Honest. Not like the sanitized, artificial environment of the hospital, where emotions were kept in check, controlled by the beeping of machines and the sterile smell of antiseptic.
Steve stayed by my side, his presence a silent testament to our friendship, his support unwavering. We walked in silence for a few moments; the world continuing on its relentless march forward. Finally, he broke the quiet, his voice low and steady.
“You’re not alone in this, Jeff. We’ll figure it out. Together.”
I nodded because I needed to hold on to something, anything, that resembled hope. The grief that consumed me didn’t only weigh me down; it left an aching void where my heart used to be. Each breath was like a Herculean effort, like trying to inhale through a straw while submerged underwater.
“I don’t know what to do,” I said. The words drifted out of me.
Steve’s hand stayed firm on my shoulder. No pity in it. Just steady pressure, like a man anchoring another in rough surf.
He hesitated. “I wasn’t going to bring this up yet, but another body was found this morning. Near the Jungle, same M.O. The FBI’s already working it.”
I didn’t respond. Couldn’t. The information floated somewhere beyond reach. Important, but unreachable through the fog of everything else.
“Just thought maybe… Nevermind, we’ll deal with it later,” he said quickly, walking me forward. “Right now, you need something in you. Something simple.”Steve’s grip on my shoulder tightened, a comforting pressure that seemed to say more than words ever could.
I didn’t want food. I didn’t want anything. But I followed him anyway, because doing something, anything, was better than standing still and drowning in my sorrow.







CHAPTER FOUR

The sky was heavy the day I buried my daughter. It was a dull, unmoving gray that pressed down like a weight on the world. October rain had rolled in before sunrise, not in sheets but in a steady, silent drizzle that clung to everything: coats, trees, the polished black of the hearse.
I stood beneath the green canopy at the cemetery, numb, soaked, and barely breathing. My suit no longer fit. Nothing did. I kept one hand on the casket, as if that could anchor me to the moment, keep me from flying apart.
Amy’s casket looked too small. White, with silver handles, and someone, maybe Steve, had laid a single pink rose across the top. She would’ve liked that. Roses were her favorite. Not the store-bought ones, but the kind we grew on the side of the house. The kind she used to bury her nose in, then run to Laura, grinning with pride.
Steve stood beside me, silent, holding an umbrella neither of us seemed to notice. He hadn’t left my side since the accident. Not once. He gave me space without letting me fall. I don’t know how he knew the difference, but he did.
The service had already happened. I couldn’t tell you what they said. There were words. A minister. Some gentle music. I remember people crying. I remember hands on my shoulder, arms pulling me in, murmured apologies, condolences, “she was so beautiful,” “so young,” “so sorry.”
I heard none of it. My ears were underwater. My eyes kept drifting to the casket, to the edge of the earth we were about to lower her into. I had a daughter. And now I didn’t.
The service was over, and people came to talk to me. I couldn’t. The pastor left. The crowd thinned. It was time. The lowering began.
The sound of ropes creaking and pulleys turning was surgical and methodical. Unforgiving. I gripped the metal rail of the casket stand as it descended. Steve reached for me again, but I couldn’t let go. Not yet.
“She was three,” I said, voice cracking like splintered wood. “She didn’t get to grow up.”
Steve swallowed, his throat moving like he had a stone stuck in it. “I know,” he said. He'd held Amy the day she was born, had become her "Uncle Tee." His hand rested on the casket beside mine.
The rain didn’t let up. Not for the casket. Not for the mourners. Not for me.
I didn’t remember the walk to the car, but I remember the mud clinging to my shoes, like the earth was trying to hold me there, trying to swallow both of us together. As we turned to leave, I caught a man standing a few paces beyond the canopy, no umbrella, no coat, just standing there in the drizzle. Watching.
Something about him felt off, not in what he did, but in what he didn’t. He wasn’t crying. He wasn’t comforting anyone. He wasn’t even moving. Just standing, watching.
Steve noticed, too. He glanced back once, twice. “Friend of the family?” he muttered.
I shook my head. “No idea.”
By the time we reached the car, the man was gone.
Later that night, I found myself back at the house, drawn there like a moth to flame. Amy’s toys were still scattered across the living room rug, untouched. The faint scent of her baby shampoo lingered in the hallway. Every detail was a ghost, a whisper of a life that was slipping further away. While I was thankful that Steve had taken Charlie to his house, I wanted him back, wanted to hear him panting and his joyful bark.
The house was quiet. Too quiet. Only the low hum of the refrigerator and the creak of wood settling. I used to love this silence, back when it meant everyone was safe, asleep, home. Now it was like the house itself had died.
I walked down the hallway and stopped in her room.
Her bed was unmade, her little pink sneakers were kicked into the corner like she always left them, and the walls still held the rainbows and cartoon whales she had picked out with Laura last spring. Mr. Bunny sat propped up on the bed, waiting for Amy's return. Everything was exactly as it had been, yet nothing would ever be the same.
I didn’t touch a thing.
I couldn’t. If I reached out, if I moved even one toy, I’d shatter the last fragile thread holding me to her. So I stood in the doorway, hands clenched at my sides, staring at a world I couldn’t step back into. A world that was gone.
And I didn’t cry. Not then. I stood there, silent, hollowed out, and lost, watching the echo of my daughter’s life fading into the shadows.
###
Chief Winters signed off on full medical coverage, a gesture that meant more to me than he realized. “No red tape,” he assured me, his voice firm but kind. “No out-of-pocket. Whatever she needs, it’s covered.”
I looked at him, gratitude mixed with an overwhelming sense of frustration. “Is there any answer about why they let a rookie run alone?"
He sighed, running a hand through his graying hair, a gesture that spoke volumes about the weight he carried. “The rookie,” he said, pausing to find the right words, “should have hit that siren button, should have crawled through that intersection.”
I nodded, the scene playing out in my mind like a broken record. “His training officer should never have put him in a car by himself,” I added, my voice tight.
Winters nodded in agreement, his eyes showing the same weariness as mine. “He’s 26, name’s Ames. Joshua Ames. He’s a good kid, Jeff. He’s seeing the psychologist now. He says he has someone helping him, just like Steve is staying by your side, and that's important for both of you. He was pretty traumatized by the whole thing. I want him to stay on the force. We’ll run him back through the training. His former training officer is working at the jail now, so there won’t be any more slip-ups like this.”
As Winters spoke, I thought about Joshua Ames, trying to find his footing in a world that had suddenly turned upside down for both of us. The guilt that must be eating at him, the same guilt that gnawed at my own heart. I knew what it felt like to carry that burden, to replay every moment and wonder what you could have done differently.
"He has a partner?" I asked, wondering if he had the same kind of support that I had with Steve.
"Just a roommate, I think." Winter's voice softened. “This is hard on everyone, Jeff. Ames needs support, just as you do. We’re a family, and we’ll get through this together.”
I appreciated his words, even if they didn’t erase the pain. I nodded, feeling the weight of the world on my shoulders. “That's why I'm not even thinking about suing, Chief. This is my home.”
Winters waved his hand. "Don't let anyone hear you say that. The city management is terrified of a lawsuit. That's how I covered everything. And I'm not done."
"I appreciate the time off. I can come back to work next…"
"Not happening, Jeff. Keep your visits with the shrink. You know the process."
I nodded, sighing deeply.
He gave me a small, encouraging smile. “Your job is here when you come back. Right now, take care of yourself and Laura. We’ll handle things here. And remember, you’re not alone in this.”







CHAPTER FIVE

They moved Laura two days later.
I signed the consent forms without reading them. It wasn’t because I didn’t care; I couldn’t stomach one more paragraph written in clinical detachment about the woman I loved. The woman who once lit up our home with her laughter and warmth is now described in cold, sterile language.
“She’ll receive the best care,” Dr. Stephens assured me. “Our inpatient psychiatric wing is secure, compassionate, and tailored for trauma-related conditions. She’s still part of the hospital, just in another building.”
They made the move during the early afternoon when the halls were quiet. I waited in a side lounge, heavy with dread, not wanting to watch them take her down that hallway. I didn’t want to see her hands strapped to the rails of her gurney. I couldn’t bear to watch her disappear from my sight again.
The psychiatric unit was distinct from the rest of the hospital, with walls painted in soft, calming tones and gently padded at the corners to prevent injury. Its doors were heavier, more secure. I had to be buzzed in, a stark reminder of the severity of her condition. They took my phone, my gun, and everything that might be considered a sharp object. They left me with no expectations, only the bare reality of the situation.
“She has a private room,” the nurse said as she led me in. “We’ll keep stimulation to a minimum for the first few days. She’s still under sedation, low doses, tapered. Her brain’s trying to make sense of what happened. That process isn’t linear. Some patients stay underwater longer than others.”
They didn’t say how long she’d be there. No one could give me an answer. The uncertainty gnawed at me, a constant reminder of how much we had lost.
I stood in the hallway outside, looking into her bare room. It held only the essentials: one bed bolted to the floor, a small window too high to see out of, and a blanket the same institutional blue as the rest of the ward.
Another nurse met me at her doorway, clipboard in hand, voice hushed like we were in a church. “We’ve adjusted her medication. She’ll be drowsy, not fully aware. But we’ll be monitoring everything.”
Laura was propped up in the hospital bed, her head tilted to one side, eyes half closed, staring through the space around her like it wasn’t real. The bruises on her face had yellowed at the edges, the swelling retreating in slow stages. Soft medical cuffs restrained her arms, more for her safety than anyone else's. I could still see faint scratches on her forearms from when they said she’d thrashed in a panic the first time she saw me.
I stood at the door for a long moment, unable to leave but unsure if I should step closer. She was breathing steadily, an IV drip ticking beside her like a quiet metronome. The bruised remains of the woman I loved lay under pristine sheets and in dim light.
“Laura,” I whispered, my voice cracking under the weight of her name.
Her eyes flickered for a second. I thought she heard me.
I stepped to the edge of the bed and reached for her hand, resting my palm lightly over hers. Her fingers didn’t move. No grasp, no squeeze. Only the slack stillness of someone caught between layers of consciousness.
“I’m here,” I whispered. “It’s me.”
Her breathing hitched. Not a gasp, a mere flutter in the rhythm. A signal in the static.
“I love you,” I said, swallowing against the lump rising in my throat. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there. I’m sorry it happened. But I’m not going anywhere.”
Another breath. Her lips moved as if caught in a dream. There were no words. A mere sound. A faint hum of breath that might’ve been my name or might’ve been nothing.
I sat in the chair beside her, the cold metal frame pressing into my legs as I leaned forward, resting my forehead on the back of her hand. The sterile room smelled of antiseptic and fresh linen, a clean scent that did nothing to mask the underlying presence of illness. But beneath those clinical odors, faint and impossible to miss, was her scent. The subtle fragrance of her shampoo, the soft essence of her skin, remnants of a life we once shared, now slipping further away with each passing second.
“I miss Amy,” I whispered, my voice barely audible, like a fragile secret spoken into the void. “I miss both of you so much.”
She didn’t react. Her body remained lifeless, her mind held captive by sedation. Perhaps it was better this way, a drugged peace that shielded her from reality. The silence hung heavy in the room, a tangible presence that filled every corner and crevice, suffocating in its weight.
The nurse broke the stillness, pointing to her watch. Time was up.
With great reluctance, I stood, leaning down to kiss Laura’s temple, careful not to disturb the web of tubing and wires that tethered her to the machines. “Rest,” I whispered, my lips brushing her skin. “That’s all you have to do now.”
Suddenly, her piercing scream shattered the fragile calm. It was horrifying, high-pitched, and intense, a sound that seemed to come from the depths of her soul. The head nurse rushed in, her arms firm as she pulled me away from Laura’s bed, her voice urgent and commanding. "Leave now," she shouted over the scream, pushing me towards the door.
I walked out of the room, my steps heavy and slow. I didn’t dare look back; I knew that if I did, I would crumble into pieces too small to be put back together.
Steve was waiting near the elevator. He didn’t speak. He didn’t need to. The understanding between us was deep and unspoken.
We rode down together in silence, the elevator doors closing with a soft hiss. As the elevator dropped floor by floor, so did the last pieces of the life I used to have, each ding marking the distance between the man I was and the hollow shell I was becoming.
###
Dr. Roy Andrews, the department’s psychologist, was built like a linebacker with broad shoulders and thick arms, but his voice didn’t match the frame. It was low, almost hypnotic, a calm current against the storm I’d been dragging around for weeks. He sat behind his scuffed desk, fingers steepled, watching me like a doctor studying a wound too deep to stitch.
I sat across from him, hands clenched, my body still running on fumes and habit. The room was quiet, the scent of old books and coffee lingering, the ticking of a wall clock carving time into thin slivers. The blinds were closed, but the light leaked through enough to reflect scattered dust particles.
"I need you to sign off so I can go back to work," I said, my fingers digging into the armrests of the chair. "There are cases that aren't being covered. There's a serial killer; there are other cases."
"They've been reassigned, Jeff. The department hasn't stopped functioning," Andrews said, his hypnotic voice washing over me like a sedative I was fighting to resist. "There will always be cases for you to work when you're ready. The job isn't going anywhere."
"Doc, I know that. You're not hearing me." I tried to be more forceful, leaning forward, the chair creaking beneath my shifting weight. "You're worried about my mental health. I am, too. I need to go back to work. I just want to feel useful again, to do something that matters."
"You're doing something that matters more than anything else you could be doing. You're working on yourself. You're not ready to go back," he said, not accusing, not condescending. Only saying what we both already knew. "Your mind isn't where it needs to be for this kind of work."
I didn't answer. My throat felt tight, constricted by words I couldn't force out.
"You're not broken," he added, his tone gentle, almost fatherly as he unclasped his hands and placed them flat on the desk. "You're grieving. There's a difference. One is permanent. The other is a journey that takes time, time you haven't given yourself."
I swallowed hard, trying to push down the fear that was rising in my chest. The idea of stepping away from the job was like letting go of the last thread holding me together, the last bit of normalcy in a life shattered into jagged pieces. It had been three weeks since the accident. Human Resources had made it clear, in no uncertain terms, that I needed to get clearance from Dr. Andrews before I could even consider returning to work.
"I need the work," I said, my voice sounding thinner and more fragile than I expected. It was almost a whisper, like the words might shatter in the air before reaching him. My fingers twisted together in my lap, knuckles white with tension. "It keeps me moving. It keeps me from... thinking too much. The cases are the only thing that makes sense anymore." I could sense Dr. Andrews' eyes on me, probing, looking for cracks in the wall I'd built to keep from falling apart.
"Grieving isn’t something you can simply set aside by staying busy," Andrews replied. "Jeff, if you push yourself too soon, you risk overwhelming yourself further, which can worsen your depression and slow down your healing. Right now, your mind needs space to process, not more responsibility or pressure to perform."
He reached for the folder on the desk between us. My file, thick now, filled with the aftermath of the crash, the funeral, Laura's transfer to the psychiatric unit, reports filed by Steve, the medical board, and God knows who else. The manila folder seemed to bulge with the weight of my recent history, each page documenting another piece of my fractured life. He set it down in front of him, not opening it, as if the contents were already burned into his memory.
“A quiet, peaceful place won’t erase your pain, but it will give you a chance to step out of survival mode. Whether it’s by the water, in the mountains, or just somewhere quieter, being away from the chaos can help you connect with yourself."
I stared at him for a moment. "I don't have a place like that."
He grinned. "You never know what might become available."
"A vacation in the mountains? I can't afford…"
"These papers allow paid leave," he said, sliding a short stack of forms toward me. The white pages stood out against the dark mahogany of his desk. "Captain Winters pulled more strings. No questions. No risk to your position. No end date, and you're not ready to set one." His voice was gentle but firm, the same tone he'd probably used with countless other broken officers who'd sat in this same chair, clutching at the remnants of their careers with desperate fingers.
He pushed a pen across the desk. It rolled slightly before stopping against my trembling hand.
"Jeff," he said quietly, his eyes softening with a compassion that made something in my chest ache. "You've carried too much for too long. The weight of it is crushing you, whether you can admit it or not." He leaned forward, the leather of his chair creaking softly. "Healing isn’t just about time, it’s also about your environment. The city, the constant reminders of your loss, the places tied to your pain, they make it nearly impossible for your heart and mind to find peace. Let yourself come up for air before you drown in all this."
I stared at the papers. Not a termination. Not a resignation. Just time. A window. I signed my name. Each letter felt like dragging a nail through wet cement. When I slid the forms back, he remained silent, nodding once before standing and moving around the desk with that quiet steadiness I envied.
He clapped a hand on my shoulder, firm and solid.
“When you’re ready,” he said, “the badge will still be here. And I am here any time, day or night. You have my cell number. Never hesitate.”
I left the office with nothing more than a manila envelope pressed to my chest like it could hold me together. I didn’t know where I was going.
But I knew I couldn’t stay.
###
Steve pulled up as I stepped out of Doctor Andrews' office, his Crown Vic idling in the lot, exhaust curling into the gray November air. Charlie was in the back seat, tail thumping against the upholstery. I slid into the passenger side without a word and reached back to rub his head.
“It’s get-away time for you,” Steve said, his voice low but firm, a note of humor threading through his words. “You’re going to my secret hideaway.”
"Wait, how did you know what Andrews said?"
He laughed. "Word gets around. It might be that people talk about you behind your back."
"Steve, I can't…"
"There is no 'can't' involved. You remember my place in Port Helen, right? You and Laura helped me fix it up. Figured I’d try being the kind of guy who fishes. Or paints."
"I thought you sold that."
"Thought about selling it," he answered, "Never did. My sister keeps it clean. You need it now more than I ever did. I’ll take care of your house. All I want you to do is take Charlie and drive.”
Leaning my head back against the seat, I stared at the ceiling; the fabric worn and familiar. Something inside me was building, tight and volatile, like a fuse just waiting to blow. Maybe it was the tension, the meeting with Andrews, everything coming to a head. The words spilled out before I could stop them. “I can’t keep doing this, Steve. I'm letting you and the department down. You and I should be out chasing bad guys. I shouldn't be running off to your hideaway.”
He didn’t speak for a moment. The quiet hum of the engine filled the space between us. It was a silence that spoke of years of friendship, of understanding that required no words.
"We're cops," I added. "We love analyzing crime scenes, we're addicted to it. But I'm sitting here quavering like… like Charlie when he's cold and wet. You've stood by me the whole time."
"Partners look out for each other," Steve said.
"No, it's been more than that." I met his eyes. "I've been depending on you completely. Without you, I wouldn't have made it through this. I just... I need you to know how grateful I am."
"We're all feeling the pain, Jeff, but nothing as deep as what you've been through. I loved Laura and Amy. I probably lived vicariously through them, but they were your whole life. What did the psych doctor say?"
“They asked me not to come for a while,” I said, my voice little more than a whisper. “Said my visits were setting her back.”
“What happened this morning?” Steve asked, his tone careful.
“She screamed the moment she saw me. Yelling that I killed our daughter.”
The words hung in the air, heavy and immovable. Laura, brilliant, beautiful, unshakable Laura, reduced to a shadow behind locked doors, drugged and screaming, unable to speak without rage or fear. The image of her like that cut deeper than any physical wound. I couldn’t stay away. I couldn’t let her slip away alone.
Steve reached into the center console and pulled out a familiar set of keys, the worn leather fob cracked and faded from years of use.
“Your dad’s old truck,” he said, handing them to me with a sense of reverence. “Been keeping it in my garage, thought one day you’d want it back. It runs better than it did. It's challenging to find parts for a 1980 F-150, but it has new plugs and a new clutch. The lights all work. New battery, full tank of gas.”
I took the keys and turned them over in my hand, pressing the cold, heavy metal against my skin. They were a tangible link to the past, to a time when things made sense, when life wasn’t a series of losses and regrets.
“Charlie rides with you,” Steve added, a note of finality in his voice. “You both need space.”
“Your sister lives there?” I asked, a glimmer of concern breaking through the haze of my thoughts.
“She has her place, plus she’s second in command at the police station. I told her you were coming. She knows you’re coming. She’ll give you space, but she’s got your back.”
I nodded, the gesture mechanical, as if my body was moving on autopilot. The idea of escaping to Port Helen, of finding some semblance of peace, was both daunting and oddly comforting. It was a chance to breathe, to remember who I was before everything fell apart.
Back at the house, I packed without thinking. A few changes of clothes. My razor. The photo album Laura made for Amy's first birthday. At the last second, I picked up Amy's favorite stuffed animal, Mr. Bunny, and tucked it into the bottom of the duffel, not sure why. The worn, floppy-eared rabbit with one eye missing and stuffing poking through a seam on his left paw had been her constant companion. I needed something of hers that still felt whole, something that carried the imprint of her small hands and the scent of her childhood dreams.
Charlie paced as I packed, his nails tapping on the hardwood floor in an anxious rhythm. His eyes followed my every move, dark and knowing, as if he understood exactly what was happening. Every few minutes, he'd stop at the door, look back at me expectantly, then resume his nervous circuit around the house.
When I opened the front door, he trotted out and hopped into the cab of Dad's pickup like it had been waiting for him all along, settling onto the passenger seat with practiced ease. I stood in the doorway a moment longer, hand on the frame, listening to the silence inside. The house felt hollow, a shell of memories. Each empty room behind me pulsed with memories: Laura's laugh, Amy's footsteps, the life we'd built and lost. I inhaled deeply, as if trying to capture one last breath of what had been, before pulling the door closed with a soft, final click.
The pickup started with a grumble, the engine turning over reluctantly, as if roused from a deep slumber. The dashboard lights flickered to life, casting a dim glow over the worn interior. Charlie settled beside me on the bench seat, his warm body pressed against my leg, his head resting on my thigh. He was a comforting presence, a reminder that I wasn't entirely alone in this journey.
Perhaps out there, in the quiet solitude of the coastal town, I'd find the air I so desperately needed to breathe. Or maybe, in the stillness of the forest and the rhythm of the waves, I'd find enough quiet to remember how to survive in a world that felt so irrevocably shattered. With Mr. Bunny tucked safely in my bag, a piece of Amy to hold onto, and Charlie by my side, I clung to the hope that somewhere out there, I'd find a way to pick up the pieces and start anew.








CHAPTER SIX

The line of vehicles moved slowly, directed by men in bright safety vests who waved us forward with the casual confidence of people who’d done this a thousand times. I eased the truck into place between a delivery van and an older SUV stacked high with camping gear. Behind me were three other cars. Raising the ramp behind us sealed us in, another piece of cargo on a floating highway across Puget Sound.
Almost everyone left their cars to walk on the upper deck. I stayed in the cab, like the guy a couple of cars back. Probably just another guy avoiding conversation, like me. There was no reason to climb the metal stairs to the upper decks, not with Charlie curled up on the seat beside me, his muzzle resting across my thigh. His ears twitched at the hum of engines, the scrape of foot traffic around us, but he stayed still. He always had a gift for reading a room, even if the room was a ferry full of strangers and steel.
The ferry lurched and moved, the engine’s vibration settling into a low, steady thrum. Out past the deck railings, the gray water stretched wide and cold beneath an equally gray sky.
Charlie gave a low sigh, shifting slightly, and I scratched behind his ears. His body’s warmth grounded me, his steady breath reminding me that not everything had been torn away. Not yet.
I let my head rest back against the seat. The ferry was packed: delivery trucks, sedans, semis, even a line of bicyclists waiting in a holding area near the bow. People moved around, getting coffee, stretching their legs, but I stayed where I was. I didn’t need a conversation. I didn’t need anyone looking at me like they recognized something broken. What I needed was silence. Steel and salt, and the soft rumble of a boat cutting across water. That was enough.
As we neared the other shore, I could feel it, that subtle shift as the ferry slowed, adjusting course for the dock. The ramp lowered with a shuddering groan, and the line of cars inched forward. I followed the van ahead of me, tires rolling onto damp asphalt. More cars behind me, another van, an old Ford Escort.
We were across now. The city was behind us. Ahead, the highway curved west, two narrow lanes winding into dense woods and small towns.
Charlie sat tall in the passenger seat, watching the road like it belonged to us.
We followed the flow. North through Poulsbo, past Port Gamble. I let the highway carry us west, the road narrowing and rising into forested curves, the sky growing heavier with clouds. I recognized stretches of it from other visits, cases that Steve and I had worked on.
By the time I passed the turnoff toward Highway 112, the town began to take shape through the slight drizzle, scattered houses nestled in the tall firs.
Port Helen sat pressed against the edge of the Strait of Juan de Fuca as if it were bracing against a storm. Bigger than I remembered. Fifteen or twenty blocks long, a few tight clusters of buildings, and that slow energy of a place exhaling after the tourists leave.
There were two blinking red lights on Main Street. I rolled through the first, passing a weathered wooden sign pointing toward local trailheads, Spruce Ridge, and Harbor View. A few hikers huddled near the road, pulling gear from their cars, chatting over thermoses, their jackets wet from the light mist that lingered in the air.
The storefronts looked like they'd grown there: a hardware store, a bookstore, a real estate office with faded flyers in the windows. A few doors down, the Port Helen Diner’s neon sign blinked OPEN. The Driftwood Inn stood tall near the water, two stories of gray siding and storm-shuttered windows, looking like it had been through its share of long winters.
Then I saw her.
A woman in uniform. Walking along the sidewalk near the hardware store, calm, focused. She wore a heavy blue duty jacket with the town’s badge stitched above the pocket, auburn hair pulled back in a ponytail. Something about her posture struck me. Not defensive. Not on edge. Rooted. Like she belonged here, like she knew exactly who she was and had no need to explain it to anyone.
She didn’t see me. Just turned the corner and disappeared between buildings.
The road narrowed again as I passed the faded wooden sign: “Welcome to Port Helen – A Good Place to Drop Anchor”. Someone had once painted over the letters in white, but salt and time had scraped it almost bare, leaving the sentiment ghosted against peeling wood. I coasted through the last turn, tires humming over damp gravel, until Steve's house came into view.
It was exactly as I remembered it from the one weekend I’d helped Steve install storm shutters, though back then, Amy was a baby, Laura holding her while I grumbled about rusty hinges. That memory came sharp and uninvited, but I let it pass and pulled the truck into the narrow drive.
The house stood perched on a bluff, level with the driveway, but lifted high on thick pilings on the water side, like it was trying to rise above the pull of the sea. Its siding had gone gray with weather, but it held a kind of quiet resilience. The windows faced the water unapologetically, big and bare like the eyes of a watchman.
Charlie let out a low huff from the passenger seat. I looked over to find him already standing, his front paws pressed against the dash, tail thumping. His ears perked as he stared out toward the porch, nose twitching like it remembered the place, too.
“Yeah, buddy,” I said, cutting the engine. “This is going to be our home. At least for a while.”
The old Ford rumbled once before settling into silence, the ticking of its engine the only sound as I sat a moment longer, staring through the windshield at the house crouched on the bluff like it had been waiting for me. Charlie let out a low whine beside me, shifting in the passenger seat, eager but unsure. I reached over, scratched behind his ears.
The house wasn’t some peeling shack clinging to life. It was solid, built decades ago, but cared for. The cedar siding had weathered into soft tones of silver and brown, bleached by salt air and sun, yet still holding its strength. It looked like it belonged here, settled into the coastal edge, halfway between forest and sea, wind-worn but standing tall. Glass windows wrapped around the front, reflecting the gray sky and the wide, restless Strait just beyond. A stone patio curled around the seaward side, where driftwood furniture and a lichen-flecked picnic table sat like they'd seen a thousand storms and outlasted them all.
I got out slowly, Charlie close behind me, his black fur already speckled with mist. The wind off the Strait of Juan de Fuca hit us immediately, sharp and briny, carrying the low murmur of waves crashing against the beach below. Somewhere far off, a ship’s horn sounded, a long, mournful call that echoed through the cliffs. I turned, glimpsed a container ship pushing west, heading for places unknown.
We walked up the stone path together, my boots crunching on gravel. Charlie’s tail was giving a slow wag as I unlocked the front door and stepped inside.
It smelled like cedar and dust, with a faint trace of wood smoke still clinging to the hearth. The interior was well-made yet straightforward, featuring worn hardwood floors, a stone fireplace wall, and a long window seat dominating one end of the front glass, which looked out at the water. The ceiling was exposed beams with paneled walls, warm with the amber hues of old-growth timber. A few paintings hung at thoughtful intervals. One showed a pod of orcas breaching offshore, the water lit up with their arcs.
A single lamp was on in the corner, warm and low. There were supplies stacked neatly on the kitchen table: groceries, paper towels, a bag of coffee, even a tin of dog food. A handwritten note sat atop a folded towel.
“Jeff, figured you’d forget half of what you need. Bacon and eggs are in the fridge. Cereal too. Don’t worry about replacing it. Lynn.”
So Steve had called her. I didn’t know if I was grateful or embarrassed.
Charlie made a slow pass through the rooms, nose twitching, tail low but steady. He knew it wasn’t ours, but he understood we’d be here a while.
I set my duffel by the door, opened the fridge to check the contents: bacon, eggs, butter, and a six-pack of Hop Diggity IPA, a local brew produced in Port Townsend. It was more than I’d expected, and it made my throat catch for a second. People are still trying, still offering kindness, reaching for me when I didn’t know how to take their hand.
I left the fridge door open longer than necessary, letting the cold sting my eyes before shutting it again.
The bedroom was large, with a solid pine bed, a heavy quilt, thick curtains drawn tight, and a small reading lamp with a yellowing paperback already laid next to it. Someone, probably Lynn, had folded the blanket at the foot of the bed with military precision.
I sat on the edge of the mattress and pulled off my boots, listening to the creak of the wood beneath me and the wind moaning against the window. Charlie jumped on the bed and curled up on the blanket, close enough to touch but far enough to give me space. I didn’t have the strength to unpack. Didn’t have the will to move much at all.
I lay back and stared at the ceiling, feeling the hollow thump of my heart in the quiet. The room held nothing of Laura or Amy. No family photos or pastel drawings tacked to the fridge. No toys underfoot or books with dog-eared pages. That absence struck deeper than the wind outside. There was no trace of what I’d lost here, and somehow that made it worse.
I turned to my side and felt the pain squeeze through my ribs. Every breath was still work. Every thought is a minefield. I’d told myself coming here would give me peace, but it didn’t. It gave me too much space, enough for the grief to take hold and make itself at home.
I closed my eyes and tried to sleep.
Hours passed, but sleep wouldn’t come.
The wind pressed against the walls like a whisper I couldn’t shut out, and somewhere beyond the bluff, the water pounded in slow, heavy beats like a broken heart trying to keep time. I lay in the bed, mine, I guessed, for now, but it felt borrowed, unreal. The mattress held me like a stranger, the blanket too warm, too scratchy, like someone had tried to make me comfortable but didn’t know me at all.
I couldn’t take it.
I sat up, breath tight in my chest, and swung my legs over the edge of the bed. Charlie stirred, lifting his head. His eyes found mine, dark and watchful, and when I stood, he stood. No sound. No hesitation. That dog-sense that didn’t ask questions. He was with me because that’s what he did. Because he was mine. Because I was his.
I grabbed my sweatshirt out of the duffel bag and opened the door to the porch. The night air hit me like a slap, cold, salty, sharp. Charlie padded out behind me, his black coat nearly invisible in the moonless dark.
The stairs down the bluff were slick with rain and sand, but I didn’t care. I gripped the railing and took them fast, Charlie close behind. The path down the bluff gave way to packed sand, darker than the sky.
I walked at first.
Shoes forgotten, the cold sand biting at my feet. The air burned in my lungs with every breath, but I welcomed it. Needed it. I could feel the grief pressing in again, rising in my throat like bile. I wanted to get away from it, from my mind, my own damn life. I couldn’t outrun it, but I had to try.
I started running.
The pain followed me, a shadow that didn’t need legs. The water to my right, the bluff to my left, and nothing but a dark sky ahead. I ran until my breath tore from my chest in ragged gasps, until the blood pounded in my ears louder than the waves.
I screamed. Once. Loud, long, and raw. The kind of scream you never plan, the type that rips out of you when your soul can’t carry the weight anymore. It vanished into the wind like it never existed, but I knew it had. I felt it, like tearing loose a part of myself.
Charlie barked once, startled, scared. But he stayed with me, never more than a few paces behind, running with me, his ears flat, his body low and steady.
And then I broke.
I dropped to my knees in the wet sand. My hands dug into the beach like I was trying to hold the world in place, trying to find something solid in a life that had come unmoored. And I cried. I let it come, not holding back this time. Not trying to be strong, not trying to fix anything.
It was ugly, shaking sobs, my whole body convulsing. I didn’t care. There was no one to see it. No one to judge. Just Charlie.
Charlie pressed his body against mine, firm and warm. His head nuzzled into my shoulder, and I felt him lean into me, as if he could shoulder some of it himself. His breath was steady, his warmth grounding, his presence a thread that held me tethered when everything else had unraveled.
I wrapped both arms around him and held on.
My dog. My only family now. The only soul who’d been there at the beginning of the fall, and who had stayed through every broken mile since.
“I’m sorry, Charlie,” I whispered into his fur. “I don’t know how to do this without them.”
He didn’t move. Didn’t lick my face or nudge me to cheer me up. He stayed beside me, quiet and sure, like he understood words wouldn’t help, that sometimes all he could do was wait.
And so we stayed, man and dog, two survivors on a dark shore, alone in a world that no longer made sense.
The walk back wasn’t noble. It was slow and uneven, the kind of stagger you do when your legs don’t quite trust the ground anymore. My feet dragged through the wet sand, leaving crooked prints that the tide was already starting to erase.
Charlie stayed close, quiet as ever, but I noticed the way he kept glancing up at me, like he was waiting for something else to collapse. Maybe he was right.
My hands were still shaking. My chest felt scraped raw. That scream—God, that scream—I hadn’t known it was in me until it tore out like it had been hiding in my lungs for years. Now it just echoed, bouncing around in the hollow spaces I couldn’t fill.
The mist clung to us, colder now. My sweatshirt stuck to my back, damp with sweat and sea air and whatever was left of the man I used to be. Every few steps, I had to stop and steady myself. Not because I was hurt—just emptied.
There was no epiphany. No sudden peace. Just a rising exhaustion that went deeper than muscle or bone.
The house came into view through the fog, its windows dim and silent. A place to hide, maybe. A roof. Four walls. That’s all I needed.
That, and the dog still walking beside me, not asking a single thing.







CHAPTER SEVEN

The house sat ahead on the bluff, its silhouette softened by the fog. I could see it now, the way Steve must’ve seen it when he bought it, a quiet outpost at the edge of the world, nothing in front but sea and wind and sky, while behind it were trees and mountains. It might have been his place to heal once, the way he hoped it would be for me.
I followed the winding path back through the tall grass, my legs still trembling from the run. Charlie broke ahead up the bluff, pausing at the top to look back at me, tail low but wagging once, like he knew we were almost home. I ran my hand over his head as I passed.
And that’s when I saw her.
A figure stood near the house, by the porch steps, tall, poised, the collar of her jacket turned up against the cold. She wasn’t moving, just standing there like she’d been waiting a while, hands tucked into her coat pockets, watching the path.
When I got close enough to see her face, she smiled, easy and wide, no tension in it at all.
“Are you alright there, stranger?” she called, a little louder than necessary. The words carried, just like her tone, light, warm, and deliberate.
I slowed to a stop halfway to the stairs, breath catching in my chest. I must’ve looked like hell, hair windblown, clothes damp, eyes raw. I wasn’t sure I could speak yet. She didn’t seem to mind.
Her smile didn’t falter. If she’d heard me scream earlier, she didn’t say. And somehow, I knew she wouldn’t. That kind of grace was rare.
“You must be Jeff,” she said, stepping down a few planks toward me. “I’m Lynn. Lynn Brady.”
She extended her hand. Striking blue eyes, auburn hair, country girl beautiful. Her grip was firm and sure. Confident. Nothing about her seemed rehearsed or self-conscious. Just a cop in her town, checking in on someone who clearly needed checking on.
“Yeah,” I managed. “Jeff Hanson.”
Her eyes flicked to Charlie, who was now sitting at my side, fur still damp, nose twitching.
“And I’m guessing this is the only one keeping you in line?”
“Pretty much,” I said. My voice hoarse. “He’s the reason I’m still standing.”
She gave Charlie a once-over and looked at me again. I wasn’t sure what she saw, but she didn’t look away from it. There was no judgment in her face, just a kind of quiet understanding.
“Well,” she said, her voice dropping into something gentler, “Steve asked me to drop off a few more things. Left 'em by the door. I figured I’d hang around a few minutes in case you wanted company... or quiet.”
I didn’t know what I wanted. But I didn’t want her to leave.
“You drink coffee?” I asked, half a question, half a hope.
Her eyes crinkled at the corners. “Religiously.”
I nodded toward the door. “Let’s go make a pot.”
And without another word, she followed me inside.
I stepped into the house and pulled the door shut behind us. The warmth inside was a quiet relief after the wind and salt of the morning, though the chill still lingered around the edges. The air smelled faintly of cedar and last night’s rain, a comforting scent that told me this place had stood through its share of storms and never once thought about giving up.
Charlie circled the rug once, then dropped his weight down with a sigh, his chest rising and falling in an even rhythm. His eyes tracked Lynn as she moved through the space. No growl. No bark. Just that quiet watchfulness dogs have when they’re taking someone in. When she passed near him, he lifted his head and sniffed the air, then gave a few slow, thoughtful thumps of his tail. That was all I needed to see. He approved.
Lynn was already in the kitchen, setting a grocery bag on the counter like she belonged here. Her jacket was damp from the mist, and a few curls of her hair had escaped and clung to her cheek. In the soft morning light filtering through the windows, I could see her better, a girl-next-door beauty, athletic, with the quiet confidence that came from knowing who she was and not needing to explain it.
She didn’t wear makeup or hide behind the armor of her badge. A dark sweatshirt under a zippered patrol vest, her belt slung loosely around her hips, jeans tucked into worn boots. Her features were strong, not softened by pretense. Eyes were a clear blue that didn’t dart away when they met mine. Skin warm and clear, scattered with sun freckles across her nose. She looked like she belonged here, grounded in this place, in this kind of life.
“I wasn’t sure what you’d want in the kitchen,” she said, glancing at me. “So I brought backup. More eggs, bread, coffee. There’s even real butter. I felt fancy.”
I blinked, still trying to adjust to the shift in energy. She was light where I was heavy. Warm where I was cold to the core. She made it seem like this wasn’t the aftermath of a breakdown but something close to normal.
“You didn’t have to do that,” I said, my voice scratchy.
“Did it anyway,” she said with a half-smile. “And before you ask, yeah, Steve called me. Said you’d be here. I figured you’d show up half-starved and too proud to ask for help.”
“I’m not proud,” I said, walking slowly toward the table. “Only… tired.”
She nodded, and there was something in her expression that softened. “Have a seat. I’ll get the coffee going.”
I pulled out a chair and lowered myself into it, resting my arms on the table as she moved around the kitchen with practiced ease. She filled the kettle, tore open a bag of roasted grounds, and loaded the press. Watching her do all that, as though it were any other morning, settled something in me.
“You live in town?” I asked.
“Close enough,” she said over her shoulder. “Cabin near the east ridge. Just me and my dog, Daisy. She and Charlie will get along fine.”
A small smile tugged at the corner of my mouth. The first one in hours that didn’t hurt. “You’re sure?”
“He passed the test,” she said, glancing at Charlie, who was now dozing near her feet. “Dogs don’t lie.”
I looked down at him. ”Ask him if he's starving."
The kettle began to steam, and the smell of coffee filled the air, earthy and rich. She poured two mugs and handed one to me before leaning against the counter with her own.
“Do you want to talk about whatever happened out there?” she asked, her voice careful.
I shook my head. “No.”
She didn’t press. Just nodded and turned to the eggs. “Okay. Let’s eat.”
I watched her work. One hand cracked the eggs into the skillet, where they sizzled on contact. She dropped bread into a toaster oven and pulled out a stick of butter wrapped in wax paper, bright yellow and soft. Her movements weren’t hurried. They had weight, rhythm. Like the simple act of cooking was a tether to the ground.
The eggs hit the plates. The toast followed, a little dark around the edges. I got up, pulled a couple of forks from the drawer, and set them on the table. I didn’t think about it. My body just moved, slower than usual, but steady enough.
She joined me, setting the plates down. We sat across from each other. The eggs were perfect. The toast was buttered. It was the best thing I’d eaten in weeks. I hadn’t realized how empty I was until the first bite.
She watched me in between her own bites, not intrusively, just there. Present. I looked up once, caught her gaze, and managed a faint smile. “Better than hospital food.”
She nodded. “And you didn’t have to fake a gunshot wound to get it.”
I exhaled, and it might’ve been a laugh. Not quite. But close enough.
She looked around the kitchen. “Steve didn’t say much, but I figured if he was dropping you off out here, you were pretty far gone. So I brought a few blankets, a couple of cans of dog food, soap, towels, basic stuff, just in case.”
I looked down at Charlie, who was still stretched out nearby, his tail thumping once.
“He deserves better than I’ve been giving him.”
She met my eyes. “From the way he looks at you, I’d say you’re still his entire world. Dogs don’t overthink things like we do.”
I stared at the plate. The food suddenly didn’t matter.
“Sometimes I wish I could trade places with him,” I said. “Sleep when I’m tired. Eat when I’m hungry. Forget everything else.”
“Yeah,” she murmured. “But who would feed you?”
I lifted my eyes. She didn’t look away.
There was something in that moment. Something I didn’t have words for yet. Not romantic. Not forced. Just human.
She stood and gathered the plates. “There’s more coffee if you want it.”
I stayed motionless, hearing the scrape of the dishes, the rinse of water in the sink, the whisper of wind against the glass.
“I screamed out there,” I said.
She didn’t turn around. Instead, she rinsed, dried, and finally looked back at me.
“I know,” she said. “But I didn’t hear it.”
I nodded. That was the right answer. She would not strip away what little I had left.
When she sat back down, I looked at her, really looked. The early light caught the auburn strands in her hair, the freckles across her nose, the faint lines around her eyes. She wasn’t fragile, and she didn’t flinch from silence.
I rubbed my face with both hands. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do now.”
She poured another mug of coffee, slid it toward me, and said, “Maybe you don’t have to know yet.”
Breakfast dishes were still drying on the rack when Lynn’s radio crackled. “Unit-three, medical assist. Bay Creek trailhead, possible knife wound. Ambulance in route.”
She traded words on her radio, then gave me a quick look. “Hiker came off the loop trail bleeding. Minor stab, they say, but his pressure’s spiking. I told Mike I’d swing by. You want to ride along? Better than sitting alone.”
The alternative didn't sound very good, so I grabbed my jacket while Charlie trotted after us, hopeful that any mention of “trailhead” meant adventure. Five minutes later, we were rattling north along 112 in Lynn’s marked pickup, windows fogging, heater on full.
“Bay Creek’s three miles of switchbacks,” she said. “Mostly day hikers this time of year. Guy felt a jab, turned around, and never saw who did it. That’s the entire story.”
“Odd,” I said, “but not the end of the world.”
“Exactly. You’d be surprised how fast word of a single scuffle travels when the summer tourists leave and folks have time to gossip.”
We rolled into the gravel lot behind a county ambulance, a police unit, and a volunteer fire truck. Charlie stayed in the cab; I followed Lynn to the ambulance. I stood back as she talked with the officer, a tall, lanky, young man. She waved me over.
"Jeff, this is Mike. He's a third of our daytime police force," she said, grinning.
He held out his hand. "Really happy to meet you, sir.'
Seeing his eager face was like looking in a time warp mirror: me, so many years ago, excited about being on the force.
"What do we have here?" I asked.
"He and his friends were coming off the trail. The others had gone on since they were so close to the end. He said he was taking it slowly because his back was hurting him. He had some kind of back brace on, you'll see it over there in the ambulance. Someone stabbed him in the back, pushed hard, he fell and had a hard time getting up."
We walked over to the ambulance. An older man, an accountant type in jeans and hiking boots, sat on a bench seat inside, an EMT taping a pressure cuff around his arm. Shirt off, bandage on his back near his shoulder blade.
“I never saw anyone,” he kept repeating. “Felt like someone pushed me really hard. Took me a minute to get my bearings, then I realized something was wrong with my back. Stinging sensation, ya' know? Whoever did it was gone.”
The EMT nodded. “There's a puncture wound about an inch long. Very little bleeding. No sign of lung injury. We'll continue to monitor the situation on the way to the hospital. Elevated blood pressure."
"I don't need a hospital. I'm fine," the man said. "That back brace saved my ass." He reached over and held the brace up. Lynn took it and looked it over, then passed it to me. It was made of hard plastic, designed to keep the spine straight. There was a hole where the knife had struck the plastic, causing it to slip to the side. I looked at his shirt, then his coat, a Patagonia Nano Puff, with a matching hole in the back.
Lynn put her hand on the older man's arm. "They just put a patch over the wound, sir. You may need stitches, you definitely need a tetanus shot, and a chest x-ray to see if your lung was punctured."
Jeff watched as she calmed the patient, then talked to Mike. "Get the info on everyone in his group and anyone else out here. Ask a million questions. Someone had to have seen something."
She motioned for me and started up the trail. No more than a hundred feet away, we found where that attack had happened. Fallen leaves, wet ferns, nothing obvious. We both looked at the sides of the trail where someone may have been hiding. I glanced over and saw her grin.
"What?"
"Three hours ago, you were a total wreck. Now look at you. You're in cop mode."
I hadn't realized it. The mind shift. On the job, hunting bad guys. My mind had gone from grief to criminal analysis.
She blew on her hands as we walked back to the truck.
“Could he have slipped against his own gear?" she said. “Do you think he was stabbed? ”
"Look at his coat. That's a knife stab. Completely through the coat, his sweater, and the shirt. That back brace probably saved his life."
"So someone did stab him. It could be one of those teenagers. They seem to think it's fun to harass hikers."
I nodded. "Whoever did it is long gone," I added. "I can walk the trails, see if I can find anything."
She looked at me and smiled. "That's not why you're here. I'll get Mike to do it. One of the hikers said they saw a tall, heavy-set man. Seemed to be out of place. Didn't really get a description."
On the drive back, Lynn pointed toward the marina. “In summer, we’re overrun: boaters, hikers, half the Cascade visitors come here. Come November, the town goes quiet. People notice every little thing because there isn’t much else happening.”
“That quiet can play tricks,” I said.
“Exactly.” She downshifted past the sagging “Welcome To Port Helen” sign, the same one I’d passed the night before. “Still, I’ll get the evening shift to swing by the trail at dusk, make sure no kids are playing Rambo in the bushes.”
Charlie thumped his tail behind us as we cruised the main street. A few locals waved; most hunched deep into their jackets against the wind. Nothing felt dangerous, only watchful in that small-town way, where everyone keeps half an eye on everyone else. I didn’t say it aloud, but something in me was already leaning forward again, listening, scanning, the way I used to. The part that hadn’t gone numb.







CHAPTER EIGHT

After Lynn dropped me off, I stood at the window for a long time. The sea looked darker now, almost metallic beneath the weight of the clouds. A faint breeze crept through the cracked window, carrying the scent of salt and distant wood smoke. I didn’t move. All I wanted was to watch the waves drag long, deliberate lines across the beach. Charlie sat beside me, silent and still, like he understood there wasn’t anything I needed more right now than to be quiet.
I didn’t unpack. I didn’t explore the house. I moved from room to room, turning on a lamp here, flipping a switch there, trying to give the place some signs of life. It felt neutral. Clean. No memories. No shadows of laughter or arguments or the sound of little feet running down a hallway. That helped, I guess.
I sat down on the couch and stared at my phone. My thumb hovered for a moment, then pressed the number I’d already memorized out of habit. A nurse picked up. Her voice was soft, practiced.
“No change,” she said. “Still unresponsive. No new movement. But her vitals are steady.”
“Thanks,” I said, and hung up.
The silence returned like it had never left. Charlie let out a low sigh and curled up on the rug, his tail thumping once. I looked at the phone again, and with little thought, scrolled down and hit Steve’s number.
He picked up on the third ring. “Hey,” he said, voice easy. “How’s the beach life?”
“Gray. Cold. Quiet.”
“Perfect,” he said, and I could hear the smile in his voice.
“It’s alright,” I said. “The house is solid. Charlie approves.”
“Well, hell, that’s the only vote that matters.”
We didn’t talk about Laura. He didn’t ask how I was holding up. We both knew how that conversation would go, and neither of us had the energy for it. I let the silence hang a little before asking, “Work?”
“Same,” he said. “Bureaucracy, politics. Nothing new on the stabbings. Got a teenager who shot his grandfather, wanted drug money. Just the usual stuff.
“I'm not missing it,” I said.
“You will,” he replied. “But not yet.”
There was a pause, and then his voice dropped a bit. “Take care of my sister, Jeff. And take care of yourself. Leave the job behind while you can.”
“I’ll try,” I said. It was all I could offer.
After we hung up, I turned off the lights and climbed into bed without brushing my teeth or setting an alarm. Charlie jumped up without asking, curled beside me, his head near my chest like he used to in the early days, before the crash, before everything fractured. He hadn’t done that since Laura died. But he knew I needed it now.
Sleep came slower than I wanted, but it came. And this time, for once, the dreams stayed quiet.
I woke early, the kind of early that comes without an alarm. The quiet light pushing gently through the curtains and the faint hush of waves out beyond the bluff. Charlie had taken up half the bed during the night, sprawled across the blanket like he’d always belonged there. I didn’t move him. For once, I didn’t mind the company.
The house was still, the air cool, but not cold. I made coffee, took a quick shower, and let the door ease shut behind me, stepping out into the morning.
The beach looked different today, same shore, same scattered driftwood and salt-stung breeze, but the weight I’d carried yesterday didn’t press quite so hard. I walked slowly, hands in my jacket pockets, Charlie trotting ahead. His tail wagged at nothing and everything all at once. A seagull wheeled low above us, calling out like it had something to say.
I’d barely made it a quarter mile down the beach when I saw her.
Lynn.
She was running toward us, not in uniform this time. Black leggings, a pale green sweatshirt with the sleeves pushed up, and her hair pulled back into a messy ponytail. She looked like the life I used to have, simple, steady, younger. Charlie spotted her and gave a little bounce, ears perked, tail sweeping fast.
Lynn slowed as she reached us, pulling out one earbud.
“Morning, stranger,” she said with a grin, a light sweat on her brow. “You look better standing than you did crumpled up.”
I smirked. “You run this early every day?”
"Try to. Clears my head. Keeps me from punching people who don’t deserve it.”
“Good strategy.”
She looked at Charlie, who was now leaning into her leg like they were old friends. “Looks like I passed the test again.”
“He’s picky,” I said. “But he has good instincts.”
She bent down and rubbed Charlie behind the ears. “Don’t we all wish we could live like dogs?”
“Eat, sleep, forgive easily,” I said. “Seems like a good deal.”
We started walking, her pace slowing to match mine. I noticed the way she moved, not just the athletic ease, but how she carried herself with quiet assurance, like she didn’t need to prove a damn thing to anyone.
“You settling in?” she asked, casting a glance toward the bluffs behind us.
“Trying to,” I said. “The scenery, the water, it helps.”
She nodded. “The ocean does that. Even when it doesn’t mean to.”
We walked farther in silence. The kind that demanded nothing. Just footsteps in wet sand, the occasional sea breeze, and Charlie darting ahead, nose down in full exploration mode.
“You’re different this morning,” I said after a while.
She shot me a look. “How so?”
“Not so… serious.”
“I’m off today,” she said, smiling. “I only carry the weight of the town six days a week.”
“You carry it well.”
“Don’t get all poetic on me, Jeff. You’ll ruin my reputation.”
I chuckled. She looked at me sideways, and for a second I thought she might say something more profound. But she just shook her head.
“Come on,” she said. “I’ve got coffee waiting at the house.”
“You inviting me over?”
“I’m inviting Charlie,” she said, smirking. “You just happen to be attached.”
I whistled for Charlie and followed her up the trail.
###
Lynn opened the door and stepped inside, calling softly, “Daisy?”
A soft shuffle followed by the click of nails on wood answered from around the corner, and a golden retriever trotted into view, tail wagging in slow, curious sweeps. Charlie, right behind me, gave a low whiff of interest. I loosened my grip on the leash. Both dogs circled, sniffed, and gave each other the kind of look that settles things between creatures who understand each other without words, then flopped down on the rug like old friends reuniting.
“Make yourself at home,” Lynn said over her shoulder as she headed into the kitchen. Her place was clean, well-worn, and grounded in the same no-nonsense comfort she carried herself with. A couch covered in thick throws faced a low woodstove. Framed prints of tidepools and local hiking trails lined one wall. On the shelf behind the couch sat a collection of books, a few mugs, a tin of dog treats, and a large, thick photo album.
I slipped off my jacket and draped it over a chair near the door. The warmth in the house, the simple comfort of it, settled something in my chest I hadn’t realized was still clenched.
Lynn returned with two mugs. “Chamomile okay? I don’t keep much caffeine in the house unless I’m on shift.”
“Perfect,” I said, taking the mug she offered.
We sat, she on the couch, one leg tucked under her, and I in the nearby armchair. The dogs sighed in near unison and settled into the space between us. For a moment, neither of us spoke. It wasn’t awkward. It just was.
“You’ve got a nice place here,” I said.
“Thanks. It was my dad’s. After he passed, Mike didn’t want it. Said it reminded him too much of the old man.” She ran her finger around the rim of her mug, her gaze settling somewhere just past my shoulder. “Funny how we ended up so different, Mike and me. Same childhood, same father. He took off for the city, wanting the action. I stayed.”
“You always wanted to stay?”
She nodded. “Even as a kid. I’d sit on the dock behind the old station and watch the ships pass by, pretending I was the one keeping everyone safe. I guess I liked the idea of being part of something steady. Not chasing things down, but… holding the line.”
I studied her for a moment. The strength in her differed from what I’d seen in most people. Quiet, not loud.
“Steve ever try to talk you out of it?”
“Only a few thousand times.” She smiled. “But he got it, eventually. Dad did too, before he passed. I think he always hoped one of us would take up the badge here.”
“Seems like you’re doing it justice.”
She met my eyes. Something open and unguarded there. “Thanks. That means more than you know."
My hand wrapped around the warm ceramic of the mug. I stared down into the tea, as if it held the answer to all of life's problems.
Lynn reached behind her, pulled the photo album off the shelf, and held it out to me. “If you want to know what this place looked like before the tourists discovered it...”
I took the album and opened it slowly. The pages were thick, filled with photos of people standing knee-deep in snowdrifts, kids perched on the backs of driftwood logs, dogs with sand on their noses, bonfires burning low on empty beaches. She leaned closer, pointing to one.
“That’s me and Steve,” she said, pointing to a picture of two kids standing by a dock, a large fish dangling from a line between them. “The summer after my eighth grade. He was in high school and had won a fishing contest. I was furious.”
“Because he beat you?” I asked, glancing up at her.
“Because he wouldn’t share the prize money,” she clarified, a mischievous glint in her eye. “It was only twenty bucks, but to a kid, that might as well have been a fortune.”
I chuckled, the sound warming the space between us. She joined in, her laughter light and free, hanging in the air longer than it should have. This time, it didn’t feel heavy or forced.
“Do you talk to him much?” I asked after a moment, curiosity getting the better of me.
“More now, since Dad died,” she replied, her tone softening. “We text pretty regularly. He calls to check in when he thinks I’m not sleeping.”
“Are you?”
“Sometimes,” she admitted, a hint of a smile playing on her lips. “Not always. Nights are the hardest.”
I nodded in understanding. “Same here.”
Daisy got up, circled the room once, and curled beside Charlie. The two of them, in a quiet tangle of fur and breath, looked more at peace than either of us.
“You can stay in Port Helen as long as you want,” Lynn said, sipping her tea. “You don’t have to explain anything to anyone.”
“That’s dangerous,” I said. “I might stay forever.”
She smiled again, softer this time. “We’ve had worse.”
Outside, the wind shifted. The scent of seaweed and saltwater filtered in through the crack of an open window. Inside, we sat there in the warmth, two people not trying to fix anything, just sharing space.
And for the first time since I’d arrived in Port Helen, it felt like I could breathe.








CHAPTER NINE

The police station received a phone call right after lunch.
Someone had found a coat tossed in the underbrush several hundred feet from where the hiker had been stabbed. It wasn’t much, a torn sleeve, worn collar, balled up like someone had tossed it aside in a hurry, but anything left out there after the stabbing raised questions.
Lynn asked if I wanted to tag along, and I did. Charlie rode in the back of the department truck like he owned it, his nose pressed to the open window, ears flapping in the wind.
By the second week, a rhythm had taken shape; walks with Charlie, coffee with Lynn, quiet mornings where the ache in my chest stopped feeling like a fresh wound. I’d joined Lynn on her rounds a few times, nothing official, solely for the company. She seemed to enjoy having someone to bounce things around, and I found it easy to be around her. A few smiles. Even a laugh or two. The ache in my chest hadn’t gone away, but it wasn’t crushing me anymore.
We parked at the trailhead and followed the narrow path through a corridor of dripping evergreens and ferns tall as our waists. The forest floor was soft with needles. Damp. Quiet. The crunch of boots and the occasional low whistle from a far-off bird.
Something brown caught in the thorns ahead. Lynn slowed. “There,” she said, pointing.
The coat had been thrown about forty feet off the trail, tangled in a dense blackberry thicket. Canvas. Faded brown. Not new, not old. It could’ve belonged to a hiker, a camper, or someone passing through. Lynn pulled on gloves and knelt beside it.
“Been here a while, I’d say,” she murmured, turning it over. "Let’s see…”
She checked the pockets. First one, empty. Second, something crumpled in the corner. She pulled it out carefully.
A folded piece of paper.
I stepped closer, watching as she opened it.
She stared at it for a beat. Didn’t say a word.
“What is it?” I asked.
She turned slightly so no one else could see, not that there was anyone but the trees, and held it out for me. Her eyes focused on my reaction.
A name, Laura, scrawled in thick black ink, and beneath it, a small, hand-drawn heart.
Nothing else.
For a second, I thought the air in the forest shifted. Or perhaps it was only me.
It could’ve meant anything. Laura wasn’t a rare name. And yet I sensed my gut sink, the way it does when something feels wrong.
“You think this is about…” I didn’t finish the sentence. Couldn’t.
Lynn’s face didn’t change, but her voice dropped half a tone. “Could be nothing. It could be someone’s girlfriend. It could be from weeks ago.”
But she didn’t sound convinced.
I nodded, not because I agreed, but because I needed a second to think. The coat itself offered little, with no tags or markings. An average, forgotten piece of clothing with a note in the pocket that punched me square in the chest. She put the coat in an evidence bag and the note in another. We looked around and walked back to her truck.
Behind us, tires crunched on gravel. Another vehicle.
Lynn looked up, squinting toward the sound. “That’ll be Barlow.”
A moment later, a white SUV rolled to a stop. Out stepped Chief Ted Barlow, grizzled, unshaven, with a limp he didn’t bother hiding and a stare that said he’d seen enough of everything. He wore a navy raincoat and a Mariner’s cap low over his eyes.
He glanced at me, then looked at Lynn. “Heard the chatter. Figured I’d take a look.”
“Only a coat,” Lynn said, pointing to the evidence bag. “Found this in the pocket.” She handed the bag with the note to him. He glanced at it and handed it back, then gave me another glance. Longer this time.
“You're the one Steve sent out?”
I nodded. “Jeff Hanson.”
“Big city cop,” he muttered, as if it tasted odd in his mouth. “Steve said you had good instincts.”
“He still lies sometimes,” I replied.
That got the hint of a smile.
Barlow turned to Lynn. “Send Mike up here. Have him walk the ridge, sweep for anything else. I don’t like jackets lying in the woods with names and hearts.”
Lynn nodded. “On it.”
"Gotta' be people here or close by named Laura. Might ask around."
He gave me one more look. “You helping, or watching?”
“A little of both.”
He grunted. “Well, if you see something, say something. This town's small, but trouble doesn’t care where it shows up.”
He walked back toward his SUV, moving slower than when he’d arrived.
Lynn watched him go. “You’ve now met the entire upper management of the Port Helen PD.”
Lynn turned the truck back onto the gravel road, tires crunching through puddles that hadn’t quite dried. Charlie shifted behind us, sticking his nose out of the cracked rear window.
“I swear, that dog’s more polite than half the people I deal with,” Lynn said, glancing in the rearview. “No offense.”
“None taken,” I said. “He’s had better training.”
She smirked. “I figured. Lab like that doesn't come pre-installed with manners.”
I leaned back in the seat, letting the warmth of the heater work its way into my jacket. “He was a rescue. Found him in a car wreck out on I-5. Four months old. His mom didn’t make it.”
Her smile faded a little. “That’s rough.”
“He climbed into my jacket and didn’t leave. That was ten years ago. It's interesting that both his life and my life changed because of a car accident.”
She nodded. “Sometimes everything shifts in a second, and the pieces don’t land where they used to.”
We both paused for a moment. A shift away from the casual conversation.
She reached to adjust the radio, but then thought better of it. “We get a lot of dogs dumped out here. Tourists get one for their summer cabin, but decide it’s too much work by September. Animal control stays busy.”
“Same everywhere,” I said. “Seattle wasn’t much different. Louder.”
She nodded. “Yeah, well, the quiet here has its problems. In the winter, you can only listen to so many gulls and drink so much coffee before your brain starts making up its own entertainment.”
“Is that why you joined the department?” I asked, watching her out of the corner of my eye. “Boredom?”
She laughed. “Not exactly. My dad was the chief here when I was a kid. Grew up around the job, sirens in my dreams, that kind of thing. Police work, but laid back.”
I raised an eyebrow. “And Steve joins me at the police academy.”
“Dad always said Steve had a taste for trouble. I wanted to stay close to home.” She paused, hands steady on the wheel. “Port Helen’s in my blood. I never wanted the big city.”
“I did,” I admitted. “For a while. I thought that’s where the real work was. Turns out, most of it’s paperwork and politics.”
“And dead ends,” she added.
“Too many.” I was thinking about the note, about what it meant, as I watched her hands on the wheel.
She glanced over at me, her expression softening. “Steve told me a little bit that you needed a break. He thought this was the one place he thought you might breathe again.”
“I’m not sure breathing’s the issue.”
“Well,” she said, eyes back on the road, “you’re here and you're more relaxed. That counts for something.”
The town came into view ahead of us, Main Street lined with old buildings and parking spaces half-filled with faded pickups and Subarus. She pointed toward the marina.
“See that old Airstream by the dock? That’s Tom Keller’s. Retired tugboat captain. Thinks the government is tracking him through his fishing license. We find him sleeping in his boat sometimes with a shotgun and two ferrets.”
I grinned, the corners of my mouth lifting in genuine amusement. “Seriously? And I thought I had issues.”
We both laughed, a shared moment that wasn’t forced or obligatory. It was a small but welcome relief from the weight that had been pressing down on me for so long.
As the laughter faded, I turned my gaze back out the window, watching the town roll by. The buildings, the people, everything seemed to move at a slower, more deliberate pace. It was a stark contrast to the frenetic energy of the city I had left behind.
“You ever get tired of knowing everyone’s name?” I asked, more out of curiosity than anything else.
“Only when they forget mine,” she said with a sly smile. “But honestly? I like the rhythm of it. The same people, the same complaints. It’s like a worn flannel shirt, you know where the holes are, but it still fits.”
Her words hung in the air, resonating with me in a way I hadn’t anticipated. It wasn’t a profound statement, but it was honest, and sometimes that was enough.
We pulled in behind the station, the engine ticking as she shut it down. The building loomed ahead, a modest structure that seemed to fit perfectly with the town’s understated charm.
“You coming in?” she asked, reaching for her clipboard with a practiced ease.
I shook my head, feeling the need for some solitude. “Think I’ll walk back. Let Charlie lead the way.”
She smiled, her eyes crinkling at the corners. “He seems like a trustworthy friend.”
“He’s the only one I’ve got,” I replied, glancing down at Charlie, who was now sitting patiently by my side, his dark eyes reflecting a quiet understanding.
“I don’t think that’s true anymore,” she said, already stepping out onto the gravel. Her words carried a weight that lingered, even as she moved away.
I sat there for a moment, letting her words settle over me. There was no need for silence or contemplation; the message was clear and straightforward.
Lynn paused, then turned to look at me one last time. “I’ll let you know what Mike finds.”
“Appreciate it,” I nodded, but my mind was already back on the note. Laura. Not a rare name, sure. But written like that, alone, no last name, no phone number, just that heart, it wasn't something that just happened by chance. It felt like something left on purpose.
I took a deep breath, the cool air filling my lungs. Charlie nudged my leg with his nose. He sat patiently, his dark eyes fixed on me, a silent but clear message that we had a walk to take. He offered a low whine, just a soft sound, as if to emphasize his point. He was right. Enjoy the walk, the afternoon.
Charlie led the way, his tail moving in a slow, contented sway. I thought about how vastly different this was from Seattle, from the constant hustle, the bus fumes, the sirens that consumed every moment in a massive city. In that world, at this time of day, I'd be in a car, crammed onto the roads with a thousand other cars, each one determined to go someplace special.
Here I was surrounded by the soft, smooth rhythm of a small town. I glanced at the Port Helen hardware store, a sturdy and weathered building, its faded green awning fluttering softly in the breeze drifting in from the water. The bakery next door released the scent of fresh bread into the air. An elderly couple shuffled slowly along the sidewalk, hand in hand, while a group of teenagers kicked a soccer ball idly in the park across the street.
When we reached the house, I watched as a gust of wind stirred the grass along the bluff. I paused with my hand on the railing, watching the gray line of the horizon blur into the water. This could be peaceful if I let it.
Inside, I toweled Charlie off and unpacked the rest of my clothes from the duffle bag. Mr. Bunny was the last thing to come out. I held it for a moment, remembering, then set it in the chair close to the bed.
Back in the living room, I dropped into the armchair with a groan that was too old for my age. Beyond the window, the vast Strait of Juan de Fuca lay quietly, a water highway to other worlds. The quiet didn’t bother me as much as it had in the first few days.
But I kept thinking about that name. Just a name. On a note. In a coat. And the way Lynn had looked at it before folding it, before sliding it back into the evidence bag without saying another word. I kept telling myself it could be a coincidence. But that’s not how I think, not after everything I’ve seen. Somebody wrote her name and left it in the woods, close to where a man was stabbed, in exactly the same way four men had been killed in Seattle. That’s not a coincidence. That’s a message.






CHAPTER TEN

The call came right after dawn.
Lynn’s radio crackled to life as we sat in the department truck parked outside the station. I had just climbed in with a fresh cup of coffee from the bakery down the block. Charlie, already settled in the back seat, lifted his head and let out a low chuff, ears pricked up. He already knew,
“Brady, you there?”
Lynn grabbed the mic. “Go ahead.”
“We’ve got a report of a body behind the diner. Waitress says it’s Henry Talbot.”
Lynn’s face changed. "A body," she murmurs to me. "This doesn't happen in Port Helen." She taps the mic again, “Ten-four. I’m en route.”
We pulled out fast, tires crunching against gravel, siren off but lights on. The diner wasn’t far, just a few blocks closer to the water, tucked between the post office and a souvenir shop shuttered for the season.
Lynn parked at the curb. We both got out. Charlie stayed put in the truck, watching us with quiet, expectant eyes.
The narrow space reeked of wet cardboard and fryer oil. A few locals had gathered around the edge of the tape, standing with coffee cups in hand, murmuring in low tones like the town had collectively stopped breathing.
The cook’s body lay crumpled near the dumpster. Henry Talbot. Lynn said everyone knew him, said he’d been flipping pancakes and telling bad jokes in that kitchen since the Clinton administration. Retired Navy, short-fused, but the kind of man who’d sneak a cup of chowder to anyone who looked cold.
Lynn crouched beside him, careful not to disturb the pool of blood spreading along the cracked concrete.
“Looks like his head was slammed into the corner of the dumpster,” she said. “Then stabbed from behind. One wound. Upper back.”
Same as the hiker. Same as the four bodies in Seattle. I stayed a few steps back, letting her work, taking in the scene the way I’d done a thousand times before. But something about it seemed totally different. Perhaps the town’s comfortable feel, and the unexpected nature of this violence. Perhaps it was just seeing Henry’s apron half-untied and stained with breakfast grease.
Across the alley, the waitress who’d found him, Sherri, stood with a shawl wrapped around her shoulders, face pale.
“I called out to him when orders started piling up,” she told Lynn. “He didn’t answer, so I came out and… and there he was. I thought he’d slipped until I saw the blood.”
“No one else back here with him?” Lynn asked.
“No,” Sherri said, voice shaking. “It’s early. We don’t get deliveries till after nine. Nobody comes through this alley but staff.”
Lynn nodded, turning to me. “We’ve got a kitchen knife. Looks like the murder weapon.”
I looked at where she gestured. The blade of the knife stuck out from under the lip of the dumpster, barely visible in the shadow, the blade darkened with blood. I would almost guarantee that it would be a seven-and-a-half-inch kitchen knife. I could even tell her the brand before she looked at it.
I felt the anger welling up. Somehow, a serial killer had followed me. The details were too much alike. Same method. Why would it be happening here?
"Looks like a butcher knife," she said. "Long blade, probably eight inches."
I took a deep breath. Maybe not. I closed my eyes in relief and cleared my head.
She stood, holding the knife in her gloved hand. "I wonder if it was Henry's?"
"Not unless he brought it out here. Sherri would have heard an argument, some scream. No, the perp brought it."
“Yeah, I guess so,” she agreed. "Best bag it before the rain washes everything away."
Lynn and Mike moved quickly, photographing the scene, bagging the knife with gloved hands, photographing blood spatter and a skuffed footprint, though the light rain had already made a mess of everything.
Doc Stewart, the town’s only physician, stepped in next. He gave Henry a once-over, sighed like a man who hated delivering the obvious, and pronounced him dead.
The body was zipped into a black bag and loaded into the ambulance for transport to the morgue in Port Angeles. The crowd behind the tape had grown, regulars from the diner, a couple of retired fishermen, the guy who ran the kayak rentals. Faces tight, heads shaking. No one said much.
Lynn walked back to the truck without a word, and I followed.
“You alright?” I asked.
She leaned her arms on the open door, staring at the steering wheel like it had answers. “This is not the kind of town where this should happen twice in two weeks.”
I didn’t answer. Because she was right, and because neither of us had forgotten the coat in the woods.
“You got someone to take Sherri’s statement?” I asked.
“Mike’s inside with her. I told him to keep it low-pressure. She’s rattled.”
I glanced back toward the alley. “Any cameras?”
“Doubt it. The diner’s too old-school. There’s a feed from the liquor store down the block, but it doesn’t angle toward the alley. We’ll check anyway.”
She slid into the driver’s seat and started the engine, turning the heat up. I climbed in beside her.
“This kind of kill,” I said, “is personal. Or practiced.”
She didn’t argue. We stared through the windshield at the diner door swinging gently in the breeze. “Henry was a damn fixture in this town. Whoever did this had to know that.”
From the backseat, Charlie gave a quiet whine and pressed his nose to the glass.
Lynn’s radio crackled, and Mike’s voice came through. “We’re done inside. Sherri’s heading home. They'll close the diner down for a few days. I’ll wait for the Sheriff's forensics team.”
“Copy that,” Lynn replied. "They need to come by the office and pick up the knife."
She looked at me again. “I guess you see a lot like this in Seattle?”
I met her eyes, wondering if I should say anything about the serial killer. It was close, but the kitchen knife was their common element. Still, in the back, under the shoulder blade…
“Too often.”
She looked away. “I don’t want it becoming normal here.”
I nodded. “Let’s make sure it doesn’t.”
We got back in the truck and pulled away from the scene, Lynn driving slower than usual. The air was filled with a kind of heaviness neither of us had figured out how to shake.
At the station, the door swung shut behind us with a muted click. Inside, the air was warm, a little stale, and smelled faintly of brewed coffee and damp rain gear. The front area was quiet except for the buzz of fluorescent lights overhead and the low hum of a space heater ticking in the corner.
Chief Barlow was already there, leaning against the edge of Lynn’s desk, with a coffee mug in one hand and a file folder in the other. His Mariner’s cap was off, showing thinning gray hair slicked back from his forehead. He looked up as we entered, his eyes moving from Lynn to me, a hint of weariness etched into his weathered features.
“Back already,” he said, his voice flat and tired. “I figured you’d be at the diner for a while.”
“Four customers and Sherri interviewed,” Lynn said, dropping her keys on the desk with a clatter that echoed in the otherwise quiet room. “Mike's still there. Forensics is en route. Should be there within the hour.”
Barlow grunted and motioned toward the evidence bag she was holding, his eyes narrowing. “That's the weapon?”
“Yeah. Looks like an eight-inch butcher knife. Heavy. No blood prints we could see, but it was left at the scene,” she replied, her voice tinged with frustration.
He gave a slow nod, like every confirmation was another weight added to the ever-growing pile on his shoulders.
Lynn placed the knife on the desk, careful not to disturb the bag. She exhaled deeply and rubbed her temples, her fingers pressing hard against the skin as if to push away the headache forming there. “Nothing makes sense. He didn’t have enemies.”
Barlow glanced at me, his eyes searching for answers. “Thoughts?”
I nodded, the gears in my mind turning as I replayed the scene in my head. “Not a robbery. No signs of a struggle. The wound was efficient, blunt force trauma, followed by a stab. Someone knew what they were doing.”
Barlow’s eyes narrowed further, a calculating look crossing his face. “You’ve worked stabbings before.”
“Homicide in Seattle, so yes, way too often,” I admitted, the memories of recent cases flashing in my mind, and the subtle doubt I had about this one.
He set his mug down with a soft thud and looked at Lynn. “You’re acting Chief until I get back.”
Lynn blinked, taken aback. “What?”
Barlow straightened, his back creaking. “I’ve got my surgery tomorrow, remember? You knew this was coming.”
“I thought it was still in the process,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.
“It’s now. I'm having more problems. Don't even have the energy to get excited. Doc Stewart said I had to get the bypass done now. My brother's driving me to Seattle this afternoon. I'll be gone for a couple of months. You’ve got this,” he said with a note of finality, his tone leaving no room for argument.
She nodded once, trying not to show how much that landed. Her eyes betrayed a flicker of uncertainty, but she quickly masked it with a determined expression.
"Chief, if something happened to you, I…" Lynn started.
"Don't even think about worrying about me," Barlow grunted and walked toward his office, his steps heavy and deliberate. “I’ll file the paperwork before I go. Jeff, help her out. She’s good, but this isn’t a solo job anymore.”
When the door shut behind him, Lynn leaned against the desk, arms folded across her chest, fighting back her tears. “He taught me everything," she said. "He was like my Dad when my Dad died.”
“Well, he's not dead yet, and you're the acting Chief,” I said, trying to lighten the mood. "The cardiac people at Harborview are the best in the country."
She sighed. "You're right. I'm just shocked. I knew about his surgery, but I didn't think it would be this soon."
The memory slammed into me: Laura's excitement about the robot surgery. I pushed it away. "We've got a murder case to deal with."
“And a stabbing case on top of it,” she added, her voice laced with a mix of determination and dread.
We sat together at the desk and started sorting through what little we had, the silence between us filled with unspoken questions and the hum of the space heater in the corner.
I asked the questions out loud, my voice breaking the quiet. “Who saw him last? Did he have family? Debt? Enemies? Did anyone see anyone hanging around behind the diner this morning?”
Lynn flipped through the call log. “He lived alone. No wife, no kids. Retired from the Navy. Moved here twenty years ago. Everybody loved him.”
I nodded, jotting down notes. “That’s where we start. Check every business within a block, the gas station, and all the stores. Someone’s got a camera facing that back lot. We need to know everyone who was walking around that early.”
“I’ll call Veronica at the bakery,” Lynn said. “She’s always bragging about her new cloud-based system.”
I scribbled a few more notes, my mind racing. “Also, the waitress. What’s her name?”
“Sherri,” Lynn replied, her voice softening.
“She’s going to need to walk us through everything she saw or didn’t see. Let’s find out if anyone was sitting alone for too long. Or left right before she went back there,” I said, my tone gentle but firm.
“She’s pretty shaken,” Lynn reminded me, her concern for Sherri clear.
“Of course she is,” I said. “But the clock’s ticking.”
Lynn nodded again, slower this time, her eyes reflecting the gravity of our task. “You miss it?”
I looked up, surprised by the question. “The job?”
“Yeah,” she said, her voice curious.
My thoughts drift to the heavy grief I've been feeling. Do I like playing cop while my wife is in the hospital? Yeah, it beats sitting at the house in a puddle of tears, waiting for updates.
“Sometimes. Not all of it,” I replied, "I like this part. The puzzle pieces are scattered on the table, while we try to imagine what the picture might be."
Lynn leaned against the doorway, her expression thoughtful. “That’s a good way to put it,” she said, a faint smile tugging at the corners of her lips. Her eyes met mine, and for a moment, the heavy burden of our task seemed a little lighter.
Lynn clicked her radio, her voice steady. “Mike, when the forensics team shows up, give them room. We have the knife at the station.”
After a moment, she added, “Mike’s solid. Quiet, but thorough.”
“You trust him?” I asked.
“With my life,” she said without hesitation.
I nodded. That was enough for me.
I stood and stretched, the tension in my shoulders still tight. Lynn pushed away from the desk and walked toward the breakroom, her steps purposeful.
“I’ll start calling around about footage,” she said. “You want coffee?”
“Only if it’s terrible,” I replied, a small grin breaking through the seriousness.
She smiled back. “You’re in luck.”
And just like that, I was working a murder again. The town would not be the same after this, but neither was I.






CHAPTER ELEVEN

We spent the rest of the day chasing ghosts.
After the forensics team arrived, Lynn sent Mike to speak with anyone who may have been awake at that early hour and to check the Driftwood Inn to see who was staying and who had left. I stayed with her in town. There was no plan, only a rhythm to the work: talk to people, look for gaps, and go back to talk again.
She’d put the word out that morning to every shop and cafe to check their camera feeds. Most folks were cooperative. A few had to be walked through it, as if it were their first time using a computer, and some, like the bait shop, still ran their business as if it were 1945, with no digital tools, no records, and nothing to offer but memory and a shrug.
At the bakery, Veronica had pulled up a grainy clip from the alley behind her building, time-stamped 3:34 a.m. A figure, hood up, coat zipped tight, moved fast through the frame. No face. No height, no gait we could use. It could have been a teenager or someone’s grandmother, for all we knew. It was a shadow crossing a sliver of light. And then it was gone.
“Could be someone heading home,” Lynn said.
“Could be,” I agreed. “But it’s the only thing we’ve got.”
From there, we moved methodically, speaking with business owners, the clerk at the gas station, and a bartender who claimed she had seen Henry two days ago helping an elderly couple fix a flat tire near the pier.
“He had no enemies,” she said. “Henry’s the one people go to when they’ve run out of luck.”
We spoke to regulars who came into the diner most mornings, trying to determine if any unfamiliar faces had appeared lately, or if anyone had asked unusual questions, lingered too long, or seemed out of place. It was like fishing in a storm. Too much noise, too many distractions, and nothing with any weight at the end of the line.
By the time we sat down for a late lunch, the sky had clouded over again. We took a table in the corner of the small cafe near the docks. Lynn picked at a salad. I didn’t order anything. My stomach hadn’t caught up to the rest of me.
“He was a good man,” she said, quiet but firm.
I nodded. “That makes it worse.”
She looked over. “You think it’s connected? The guy stabbed on the trail?”
“I’d bet money on it.”
“But why him?” she asked. “Why Henry? What could be the connection?”
I leaned back in the chair, recalling the senseless murders I'd investigated. “Sometimes there isn’t one. Not a clear one. That’s what makes it difficult. Most murders have a warped logic behind them. But not every killer operates that way.”
"The difference between a purposeful murder and a serial killer?" she asked.
"When logic gets extremely twisted, even the murders committed by serial killers make sense. Who would gain from Henry's death, or did he just symbolize something the killer despised?"
She didn’t respond, nudging the lettuce around her plate as if a better explanation lay beneath the next leaf.
We finished up and hit three more places before heading back to the station. Nothing new. No evidence. Nothing that made sense.
The sun was already behind the trees when we left. Lynn offered to drop me off, but I told her I’d rather walk. She parked behind the station and grabbed her coat from the seat.
“Daisy's here. Let me get her and I’ll walk with you,” she said. “I could use the air.”
We moved quietly at first, Charlie trotting ahead on the leash like he was eager to be somewhere that didn’t smell like crime scenes and frustration. The town was winding down. Lights glowed behind windows, and the smell of wood smoke drifted out over the rooftops. Somewhere, someone was playing piano; soft, halting notes from an open window.
Lynn kicked a small, loose stone off the sidewalk with a quick flick of her boot, sending it skittering into the gutter. “Have you ever had a case like this? Where nothing makes sense?” she asked, her voice tinged with frustration and fatigue.
“Every third case,” I replied, my tone resigned. “You chase a hundred threads, and they all unravel in your hands. It’s like trying to catch smoke.”
She glanced over at me, her eyes searching for some reassurance. “What do you do when that happens?”
“Keep going,” I said, a bit more forcefully than I intended.
“That simple?” she asked, her eyebrow raised skeptically.
“No,” I admitted, softening my voice. “It sounds good when you say it like that. The truth is, it’s anything but simple. It’s hard and messy, and it eats at you.”
She offered a weary smile, the corners of her lips lifting briefly before the gravity of the moment pulled them down again. “I need answers,” she murmured, almost to herself.
“We all do,” I concurred, fully understanding her frustration.
“But this is my town,” she said, her voice quivering slightly. “These are my people. I feel like I’m letting them down.”
I halted, the weight of her burden striking me more profoundly than I had anticipated. She took another step before realizing I had stopped. She turned to face me, her expression a blend of determination and despair.
“You’re not failing anyone,” I reassured her. “You show up day after day, putting in the effort. That’s what counts.”
“And if we never find who did this?” she asked, her voice shaking with the fear of that possibility.
“We keep searching,” I said, locking eyes with her. “We keep moving forward, no matter how many obstacles we encounter. Because that’s what we do. We don’t give up.”
She nodded, taking in my words. The gravity of our situation hung in the air, heavy and relentless. This was a small town, she was now the acting Chief, and there's a murderer roaming the streets. Yet there was also a glimmer of hope, a mutual understanding. I wanted her to know that we were in this together, no matter how difficult it became.
"I don't know if I brought this to Port Helen or if it's just a coincidence. What I do know is that you picked me up when I was falling apart. You saved what little life I had left. I'm not walking away, Lynn. I'm here, standing beside you. You're not alone. Whatever it takes, you can depend on me."
She held my gaze for a long moment, then nodded. "You're supposed to be getting away from all this."
"I'm where I need to be."
We started walking again. The leash in my hand was lighter than usual, as if Charlie was pulling less, walking alongside us out of habit instead of purpose. Daisy trotted a little ahead, her tail a slow metronome, the two dogs weaving across the damp sand like they’d known each other for years.
Lynn walked beside me, her hands tucked into the pockets of her jacket. The sound of the surf did the talking for us now, each wave collapsing with a rhythm that worked like a slow balm against the nerves.
I caught myself watching her.
It wasn’t anything deliberate, more like a glance that lasted a beat too long. The way the wind caught her hair, blowing it across her cheek until she brushed it away. The way she walked, shoulders back, eyes steady on the water like it was something she knew well and trusted. And the way she smiled, even when there was nothing funny, only that quiet lift at the edge of her mouth when the dogs did something ridiculous.
She looked good.
It hit me like an aftershock, unexpected, sharp, and strangely warm. Not lust. Not even longing. The sudden realization that she was beautiful. Not in the loud, center-of-the-room kind of way. It was quieter than that.
I tried to look away before she noticed. Too late.
She turned her head, and for a moment, our eyes met. She didn’t smile, didn’t say anything. But she saw it. I could tell. There was a softness in her gaze, a flicker of something unspoken. She didn’t push, didn’t tease. Just held my eyes a little longer than necessary before turning her face back to the water.
And that was it.
No fireworks. No breathless confessions. Only the shared acknowledgment of something we weren’t ready to name.
I looked away, guilt twisting in my gut. Laura’s name was like a stone in my throat. I didn’t say it, but it was there. I still wore the ring. Still woke up sometimes, reaching for her in the dark. What the hell did it mean to feel something now? With someone else?
I didn’t have an answer, only more questions stacked on top of the ones I already couldn’t solve.
We walked the last stretch of the beach in silence; the tide creeping in at our feet. Charlie drifted ahead, nose down, tail sweeping, while Daisy trotted behind, occasionally bumping against Lynn’s leg like a reminder that she was there.
The porch lights of the house glowed faintly through the mist, a small beacon against the dusk. The day had been tiring. No answers, no breaks, just shadows and dead ends. But somewhere between the conversation and the walking, the weight had shifted. Not lifted, but shifted. Something… when Lynn brushed her fingers against mine, light, almost accidental. But not quite.
As we reached the stairs, Charlie froze. Ears forward. A low growl pulsed in his throat.
“What is it?” Lynn asked, already reaching for her flashlight.
Charlie moved forward a few paces, sniffed the bottom step, then looked up at me. Daisy held back, body stiff, nose raised into the air.
I climbed the steps slowly, Lynn right behind me. There, pinned under a rock on the top stair, was a folded piece of paper. Nothing dramatic. A plain white sheet, the kind you'd rip from a notepad. The edges were damp from the sea air.
I picked it up, unfolded it.
One word. Thick black ink. Sharp, angry handwriting.
Killer.
My stomach dropped. It was like a punch, not to the gut, but lower, somewhere I didn’t have a name for.
I stared at it for a beat, handed it to Lynn.
Her mouth tightened as she read it. “Is this a sick joke?”
“No idea.”
She looked around the porch, the cliffs, the dark beyond the trail, then back at me. “You locked the door?”
“Always.”
Lynn unlocked the door with her key, stepped inside, and waited, listening. The house was quiet. Nothing looked out of place, no broken window, no drawers pulled. Charlie made his rounds, stopping briefly in the hallway before returning to the front door and sitting on the mat, alert but calm. Daisy stayed behind, stationed at the threshold, like a sentry.
“Doesn’t look like anyone got inside,” she said.
I nodded, still holding the note in my hand. The word "Killer' stared up at me like it had something else to say.
“I’ve seen threats before,” I said, setting the note on the kitchen table. “Letters. Graffiti. Anonymous voicemails. But this…”
“It’s personal,” she finished. “Someone came to your house. Didn’t leave it on your truck or slip it in a mailbox. They wanted you to see it the second you got home.”
We both stood there for a long moment. Neither of us moved. Charlie scratched at the door, Daisy standing beside him, looking back at us.
“Let them out," I said. “They might find something.”
“Let's talk this out,” Lynn said as she opened the door. “I’m not going anywhere yet.”
I pulled out a chair and dropped into it. She moved to the sink, filled the kettle with water, and turned on the stove, like she had done this a dozen times before. Like routine was a shield.
“You think it’s someone in town?” I asked.
She leaned back against the counter, arms crossed. “Could be. There are a hundred likely reasons someone might be pissed off in a place this small. We’ve got tourists who think they own the beach, retirees who hold grudges over zoning changes, and plenty of folks who don’t like outsiders.”
“But killer?” I said. “That’s not petty. That’s loaded.”
She nodded. “Could be someone connected to Henry. Someone grieving. Lashing out.”
“It seems too quick for that,” I said. “He died this morning. You don’t go from shock to homemade hate mail in a few hours.”
She paused, adding, “What if it’s connected to the first stabbing?” Someone trying to link you to that?”
I shook my head. “No one even knew I was here when that happened. And besides, I’m not sure they’re seeing it that way.”
She looked at me with inquisitive eyes. “What way are you seeing it?”
I glanced out the window. The last bit of sunlight had vanished, replaced by fog curling in off the water. The waves were like a dark murmur in the distance, almost indistinguishable. Somewhere out there, Charlie and Daisy rustled through the brush, their movements barely perceptible, searching among the shadows.
“I don’t know,” I admitted, the weight of uncertainty pressing down on me. “But someone wanted me to see that word and feel it. That’s the only point.”
She reached over to the table, picked up the note carefully by the corner, her fingers delicate yet deliberate. “We should’ve bagged it before we touched it.”
I nodded, the realization hitting too late. “Prints are probably gone now.”
“We can still bag it, send it to the lab in Port Angeles,” she said, though her tone was doubtful, “but odds aren’t great.”
“It’s symbolic,” I said, with a chill that was not from the night air. “Not evidence. A message, not a clue.”
We stood there again, the silence between us heavier this time, like the dense fog settling in. I rubbed the back of my neck, trying to untangle my thoughts as they chased each other in frantic circles.
“What if,” she said, her voice cutting through the quiet, “it has nothing to do with this place? What if it followed you?”
I met her eyes, searching for the truth behind her words.
She didn’t blink. “From Seattle. From something in your past.”
My first instinct was to shut it down, to deny any connection to my past. But I didn’t. I let the thought sit with me, uncomfortable but undeniable.
“I’ve got enemies,” I said, my voice low. “We all do. But this isn’t how they come at you. Not like this.”
“Unless they want you looking over your shoulder,” she suggested, a hint of determination in her tone.
I stood, needing to move, and walked to the front door.
The night air was colder now, damp and still, pressing against my skin. I could make out two figures on the beach, Charlie and Daisy, side by side, their heads down, alert but not agitated, as if sensing the tension in the air.
Lynn joined me on the porch, her mug in one hand, steam rising in thin tendrils, the other hand tucked in the pocket of her coat. We both watched the dark for a while, the silence between us shifting from tension to something more contemplative.
“What does killer mean. Why would someone call you a killer?” she asked.
“A local?" I replied. "I don't see how anyone could think I killed Henry."
I turned toward her. She was searching my face for answers.
“Someone is trying to see how you’ll react,” she continued. “They’re pushing. Seeing if you’ll run. Or fight.”
“I’m not running,” I said firmly, the words solidifying my resolve.
“I didn’t think you would,” she said, a small, understanding smile playing on her lips.
We stood in silence again, but this time it didn’t seem like avoidance. It seemed like we were waiting, watching the edge of the dark for the shape of something we couldn’t name yet, something lurking just out of sight.
After a minute, she sat on the top step. I sat beside her, the wood cold beneath us.
“I hate guessing,” she said, her voice tinged with frustration. “But I’m worse at pretending things are fine when they’re not.”
“I know,” I replied, the words heavy with shared burden.
“You need anything,” she said, “you let me know. Even if you only want me to come over and stare into the dark with you.”
“I already do,” I whispered, the admission hanging between us.
She turned to look at me. There was something in her eyes, a flicker of recognition, a shared weight. But neither of us leaned into it, both respecting the unspoken boundaries.
Charlie trotted up the steps, his ears forward but calm, a reassuring presence. Daisy followed, brushing past Lynn and curling into a ball by her feet, her warmth a small comfort in the chilly night.
Lynn stood and stretched, a soft sigh escaping her lips. “I should get home. But I’ll swing by early tomorrow.”
“You don’t have to,” I said, even though I hoped she would.
“I know,” she said, a hint of a smile in her voice. “See you in the morning.”
And with that, she stepped off the porch and into the dark, Charlie watching them go, his and my eyes following them until they disappeared down the trail.
I watched the dark roll in and tried to pretend the word on that paper didn’t feel like a verdict.






CHAPTER TWELVE

The morning came slow and gray, the kind of light that didn’t so much rise as seep in around the edges. I had already been up for hours. Couldn’t sleep. The note sat folded on the table, beside my coffee cup, beside the hollow space where peace was supposed to live.
Killer.
I’d read it ten times too many. It meant something, or nothing, or worse, something I couldn’t yet understand, like a weight handed back to me, over and over.
Charlie and I walked the beach early, his paws kicking up sand, nose to the breeze. He didn’t stray far. Neither did my thoughts. I kept scanning the bluff, expecting someone to be standing there. Whoever it was hadn’t finished whatever they came for. No one was. Just gulls and mist and the slow churn of the water.
By the time we got back, Lynn was waiting on the porch. She held two coffees, and her expression was softer than the one she wore around town.
“I didn’t sleep,” I said.
“Didn’t expect you to,” she replied, handing me the coffee. “I'll take care of the note this morning, get it to the lab in Port Angeles.”
“You think it’ll turn anything up?”
She shrugged. "Maybe. No reason for it to be sitting in our evidence locker where half the town could whisper about it.”
I nodded and slipped it into a plastic bag. We sat on the steps for a few minutes, letting the heat of the coffee work through our hands. Daisy sniffed around the base of the stairs, tail low but wagging. Charlie flopped beside me, watching the waves like they might offer answers.
“Henry's murder is the talk of the town now,” Lynn said. “People heard about the coat, too.”
“And now this,” I said, nodding at the note.
“They don’t know about this. Only Mike and the Chief. I talked with him early. He's headed for surgery about now."
The thought came. Two months ago, it would probably have been Laura doing his operation. Her operating room. Her hands. I pushed it away.
“What do they think?”
“Mike thinks it’s some teenager pulling a prank. Barlow…” She hesitated. “Barlow thinks it’s serious.”
“He’s not wrong.”
She looked at me. “Any other thoughts this morning?”
“I don’t know what to think. I’ve had that word rattling around in my head all night. It can't be ignored.”
She didn’t answer right away. Just took a sip and stared out at the fog. “Let’s work the list again today. Diner regulars, camera footage, shopkeepers, anyone who might’ve seen something and didn’t realize it.”
“Yeah,” I said. “Let’s.”
We spent the better part of the day retracing our steps. Lynn had pulled a list of names from the diner’s books, regulars, vendors, and delivery drivers. We spoke to every one of them: the man who sold flour, the woman who delivered eggs, and the man who came in every morning at 6:45 and always ordered rye toast and black coffee. Everyone liked Henry. Each answer sounded the same: no enemies, no odd behavior, nothing out of place. Everyone liked Henry. That was the problem. No one could imagine why someone would want to kill him.
We had already checked most of the cameras, but we went over them again. Lynn didn’t trust gaps in memory, and I didn’t trust coincidences.
A new thread emerged, a local teenager named Josh Ellison. His mother reported that he came home around 6 a.m. the night of the murder, reeking of cigarette smoke and lying about where he’d been.
“He said he was at the marina with friends,” she told us, her arms crossed, eyes sharp. “But I called around. He was alone.”
We brought him in. Only a conversation. No cuffs.
Josh was wiry, nervous, but not cagey. Said he was walking the trails alone. Needed space. Claimed he’d been drinking. Hadn’t seen anything. He knew Henry but wouldn’t hurt anyone. And the more he talked, the more I believed him, a kid with trouble, but not that kind of trouble. Too much nervous energy. Not the kind of kid that would stage a butcher knife under the dumpster.
We let him go, but not before half the town had already decided he was guilty of something.
It was almost dark when Lynn’s phone rang. She answered it outside, pacing near her cruiser while I cleaned up the mess of notes we’d collected. When she came back in, she set her phone down on the table.
“That was my guy in Port Angeles.”
I raised an eyebrow.
“No prints,” she said. “But the ink matches a brand of marker. Black Signo. It’s not uncommon.”
“So we have a clue.”
She nodded, smiling. “Yeah. A person, possibly human.”
Lynn let the silence stretch.
I leaned back in the chair, letting that settle. “So we’re still nowhere.”
She shook her head, frustrated. “We’ve got a stabbing in the woods, a note in a jacket, an old man murdered behind the diner, and a note on your porch. Four events in two weeks and not a single connection we can prove.”
“No motive, no suspect, no faces on camera. Only shadows."
Lynn rubbed her temple. “It’s more than this town’s ever had. I mean, we get tourists who don’t pay for gas and hikers who ignore trail signs. But this?” She exhaled. “This is something new.”
The station had quieted down for the night. Mike had gone home. The phones had stopped ringing. Only the ticking clock on the wall and the soft hum of the heater filled the background.
We stepped out into the night. The street was still; the streetlamps casting halos on the sidewalk. The sea was a hush beyond the rooftops. Charlie waited patiently beside the truck, tail thumping once when I approached.
“You think someone in town could’ve written that note?” she asked as we walked down toward the bluff. “Someone who’s pissed about what you did before you came here?”
I didn’t answer right away.
“It’s crossed my mind,” I said. “I’ve testified in a lot of murder cases and put a lot of bad actors away. People don’t always agree with the outcome. It's reasonable to assume that a few of them have friends or relatives here."
“Then it could be personal.”
“Maybe. It's a stretch to think that the note and the stabbings aren't related.
She exhaled hard. “I hate maybes.”
We stood by the railing near the edge of the bluff. Wind tugged at her collar. The town behind us was winding down, a few porch lights flicking off one by one. Peaceful. But not quiet.
Not for us.
“I’ll keep digging into Henry’s schedule,” she said. “See if he crossed paths with anyone new in the last few weeks.”
“I’ll walk the trail again in the morning,” I offered. “See what Mike missed.”
We didn’t speak much after that. We stood there for a while, close together, gazing out at the water.
The tide was coming in.
And something, somewhere, was coming with it.








CHAPTER THIRTEEN

I sat on the porch, cradling a mug of coffee that had long since gone cold. The wind off the water had picked up overnight, pushing through the tall grass in slow, restless waves. Charlie lay beside me with his head on his paws, ears twitching occasionally at the cry of gulls overhead. The call arrived after sunrise. When I saw who it was from, I knew it would not be good.
Dr. Hufsmith’s voice was quiet, clinical. He explained that Laura had stopped eating entirely. Her weight was dropping dangerously now. The nursing staff had tried soft foods, supplements, and even feeding her by hand, but she started refusing everything. Without restraints, only sedation kept her calm enough to maintain the IV lines. They had placed a nasogastric tube to get food into her. Despite that, she was wasting away.
“There are brief moments of lucidity that have given us hope,” he said, “but she won’t speak. Won’t make eye contact. If someone enters the room, she turns away. When the staff attempts to speak with her, she refuses to respond. Then she screams. We're back to heavy sedation."
"Is she making any words when she screams?" I asked.
"Nothing's changed, Mr. Hanson. She still screams your name."
"And still…?"
"Yes. None of that has changed. Because of her deteriorating physical condition, we’re at a point where the psychiatric unit can’t provide the level of medical care she now requires. We're moving her back to the ICU this morning.”
I remember little after that. I said thank you, I think. Promised to follow up. I asked a question or two out of habit, but my brain was already sliding somewhere else. Somewhere cold.
I don’t know how long I sat there after the call ended. Long enough for the light to shift. Long enough for the coffee to settle into bitterness and my hand to start shaking. I set the mug down, stood up too fast, and walked off the porch, down the bluff path, Charlie trailing behind.
The beach was empty except for driftwood and sea foam. The water reached out in slow, gray sheets, and the horizon felt too far away. I walked until I couldn’t anymore. Until my knees buckled and I sank into the wet sand.
Charlie pressed close to my side, nosing my shoulder like he could fix something. I wrapped my arms around him and held on, pressing my face into his fur as the tears came, heavy and violent. There was no sound, no need to scream like last time, just grief, just the weight of knowing everyone had done everything they could and none of it had been enough.
I’d left her there. I’d listened to the doctors, signed the forms, and followed every protocol. And now she was in a sterile room, sedated and starving. Screaming in her mind. And I was here, playing cop. Drinking coffee. Walking on beaches with someone else.
I didn’t hear Lynn approach. Charlie looked up first, his body shifting slightly but not moving away. I felt her presence more than I saw her, boots crunching lightly in the sand, a pause.
Her voice, quiet, “Jeff.”
I didn’t answer. Couldn’t.
She crouched beside me and waited. No pressure. No demand. Only her presence. That was all I needed.
When she finally touched my shoulder, I didn’t flinch. She stayed there while I cried, one hand on my back, the other resting on Charlie’s neck. The wind rolled through us, carrying salt and sorrow, and still she stayed.
“I got a call,” I said, voice barely a whisper. “She’s being transferred back to the ICU.”
Lynn nodded, not asking why. She didn’t need the details to understand the weight of them.
“She’s not coming back,” I said. “Not really. I think I’ve known that for a while.”
Lynn’s hand tightened, a subtle anchor. “I’m sorry.”
I wiped my face and stared out at the sea, eyes raw. “I left her there. I thought it was the right thing. But she’s slipping away, and I’m here.”
“You’re grieving,” she said. “You’re still trying to breathe. That’s not nothing.”
I didn’t answer. There was nothing left to say.
We stayed there until the tide threatened to touch our feet. She helped me up, and together we walked back toward the house. Not fast. Not saying much. Moving forward, one step at a time.
The wind had eased a little by the time we made it back to the house. Charlie walked close to my leg, glancing up every few steps like he wasn’t sure if I was all right. I wasn’t. Not by a long shot. Lynn didn’t say anything as we climbed the stairs. She just kept her pace beside me, one hand resting lightly at my back when I slowed.
Inside, the air was warmer than I remembered. Charlie shook off in the entryway and trotted over to his usual spot near the heater vent.
Lynn moved into the kitchen without a word and filled the kettle. I watched her from the table. She still wore the same clothes from earlier: jeans, a fleece pullover, her hair pulled back, but something in her face looked different. Softer. Or tired in a way that mirrored my own.
“You want coffee?” she asked.
I nodded. “Yeah. Please.”
She poured two mugs, set one in front of me, and sat down across the table. For a minute, we just held our cups, the steam rising between us. The sound of the wind outside had quieted, or maybe I just stopped hearing it.
“You don’t have to talk about it,” she whispered. “But if you need to, I’m here.”
I took a breath. Let it out slowly.
“I got the call this morning. From Hufsmith.”
Lynn’s eyes didn’t flinch. “Laura?”
“She’s stopped eating. Completely. They had to sedate her to keep the IV in. She’s losing weight fast. They started feeding her through a tube.”
Lynn didn’t speak. Just waited.
“They’re moving her back to the ICU. The psych unit can’t handle her anymore. Too many medical complications. Hufsmith said… he said she has moments of clarity, but she refuses to see anyone.”
I sipped the coffee and felt it sit heavily in my stomach. Everything did.
“She was screaming again,” I added. “They sedated her before she could hurt herself or anyone else. But those screams… he said she called out my name. Not in a way you’d want to hear.”
Lynn’s hand was around her mug, steady. “That’s the injury talking. And the illness. You know that.”
“Do I?” My voice cracked, raw. “Because I remember how she looked when I left. How confused she was. Scared. I wasn’t there, Lynn. And now she’s in a locked ward, being fed through a tube, and she doesn’t want me near her.”
“You did everything you could.”
I shook my head. “No. I did what the doctors said, what Steve said. What anyone who didn’t want to look too closely said. I came here. Tried to breathe again. And she’s still there, breaking.”
She reached across the table, her fingers brushing the back of my hand. “That’s not on you.”
“It feels like it is.”
We sat in that silence for a moment. A real one. No pressure to fill it.
“You know,” she said, “I’ve seen people lose themselves in grief. I’ve watched them collapse, or disappear into bottles, or lash out at the people trying to help. That’s not what you’re doing. You’re standing in it. It hurts like hell, but you’re still standing.”
“I don’t feel like it.”
“Then sit,” she said gently. “I’ll keep watch.”
I looked down at her hand on mine. Warm. Real.
“I don’t know what comes next.”
“You don’t have to,” she said. “Not today.”
The heater clicked on, pushing warmth through the room. Charlie shifted in his sleep.
“I don’t want to forget her,” I whispered.
“You won’t,” Lynn said. “And you don’t have to choose between holding on and healing. It’s not one or the other.”
I nodded, eyes stinging. “I thought I could outrun this.”
She didn’t say anything. Instead, she stayed with me, quiet and steady.
Lynn broke the silence first, her voice soft. “You need anything else right now?”
I shook my head. “No… thanks. For finding me down there.”
She gave a small nod. “Wasn’t gonna leave you like that.”
“I know.”
A pause settled between us again, but this one didn’t hurt.
Lynn reached into the pocket of her coat and pulled out a folded sheet of paper. I tensed, but it wasn’t the note from last night. This was something else.
“I wasn’t going to bring this up right away,” she said, sliding it across the table, “but the waitress, Sherri, dropped this note off at the station early this morning.”
I unfolded the page. A handwritten note, “I remembered a man the other morning came in and wanted lunch for breakfast. That was something different.”
“That might be something,” Lynn said.
I studied it for another moment. “Doesn’t give us much.”
“No. But we’re chasing shadows, and this one at least moved.”
She poured herself a fresh cup and stood, resting one hip against the counter. Her eyes never left mine. “I can go by to see her before the lunch crowd comes in. Thought I’d swing by the gas station again, too. See if there are any customers they don't recognize.”
I nodded. “You don’t have to leave me out of this.”
“I’m not,” she said. “But I want to make sure you're okay.”
“I’m not,” I admitted. “But I’m here.”
Her expression softened, and she reached out, touching the table near my hand without quite closing the distance. “Good. Because I think you’re right. Henry’s murder and the hiker… they’re connected. It’s just buried too deep for us to see it yet.”
She looked down at the handwritten note again. “You ever feel like we’re always half a step behind something that isn’t even running?”
“All the time,” I nodded.
She drained the last of her coffee. “I’ll check in with Mike after lunch. He was supposed to talk to that kid again. There’s nobody up and around at three in the morning in this town during the winter. ”
“Everybody’s a suspect until they’re not. ”
I stood, stretched, and reached for my coat. “I’ll come with you. I need to move.”
Lynn opened her mouth like she might argue, but instead she nodded. "Just promise me, if you need to pause, if you want to talk, tell me. You're here for me. I'm here for you."
I looked at her, almost unable to respond. "Got it," I finally said.
“Alright. Let’s go see what the town’s hiding from us today.”
Charlie stirred, tail thumping once on the floor. He knew the routine.
As we stepped out into the late morning light, the wind picked up, bringing a chill that felt deeper than ever before.







CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The diner was quieter than usual when we stepped inside, late enough in the morning that the breakfast rush had thinned, but early enough that the lunch crowd hadn’t taken root yet. The familiar smell of coffee, bacon grease, and something faintly sweet hung in the air.
Sherri was behind the counter, stacking clean mugs on a tray. Her red hair was pulled back, and the dark circles under her eyes were deeper than the day of Henry’s murder, like she hadn't slept since the morning she found Henry. When she saw us, her expression flickered, not fear, but something wary, like she’d been holding her breath since we last saw her.
Lynn gave a soft nod. “Got a minute?”
“Yeah,” Sherri said, wiping her hands on a towel and motioning us toward the end booth. “I was hoping you’d come by.”
We slid in across from her. Charlie curled under the table without being asked, his chin resting on my boot. Lynn pulled a small notepad from her coat pocket, but didn’t write anything. Not yet.
“I remembered something,” Sherri said, hands clasped together. “It might not be much, but… it stuck with me.”
“Go ahead,” Lynn encouraged.
“It was the morning before Henry died,” she said. “Right at opening. Around six. I was still making the coffee. This guy comes in, wearing a heavy, dark coat with the hood up, even though it wasn’t raining. I offered him a seat, but he didn’t want to. He stood near the back booth, looking around.”
Jeff leaned forward. “Did he say anything?”
“Yeah,” Sherri nodded. “Said he was hungry, asked for meatloaf and mashed potatoes. I told him it was breakfast-only that early; lunch starts at eleven. He stared at me for a second, like I was speaking another language. Then walked out.”
“Did you see where he went?” Lynn asked.
“No,” Sherri said. “I went back to the kitchen to tell Henry about it, joked that someone was really craving meatloaf for breakfast, but when I came back out, he was gone. No car in the lot that I could see, either.”
Jeff felt that tightening again in his chest. Something about it hit sideways, like I was looking at the edge of something big, but not seeing the shape yet. "Was he local? Someone you’ve seen before?”
Sherri shook her head. “Nope. Not a regular. Not even a familiar face. And I usually remember faces.”
“Could you describe him?” Lynn asked. “Anything at all?”
She hesitated. “I don’t know. Something about him was off as if he were watching the place instead of being there for the food. He wasn't fat, just heavy, big-boned, maybe late thirties? But his eyes… I don’t know how to put it into words. Like he wasn’t all there.”
“Drugged?”
“Might have been.”
Lynn jotted a few notes. “You didn’t mention this before.”
“I didn’t think of it,” Sherri said, voice small. “It didn’t seem connected. And honestly, I forgot about him until I was making the lunch menu yesterday and remembered the meatloaf.”
Lynn glanced at me. “You thinking what I’m thinking?”
“Could be the same guy,” I said. “He shows up once, gets dismissed, comes back later. Henry wouldn’t have even remembered him.”
“Did he touch anything?” Lynn asked.
“Napkin holder,” Sherri said quickly. “He adjusted it on the table. Like it was crooked. I remember because it was weird. Most people don’t care about that kind of thing.”
I watched Lynn put on gloves and pick it up. Something cold slid through me. If Mike found a print we couldn't identify, it could turn this from a theory into proof.
“We’ll get Mike to dust it,” Lynn said. “Even if it’s a long shot.”
Sherri looked down, almost shaken, then back up. “Do you think he killed Henry? What if he comes back? What if it's the diner he hates? What if he's after me, too?”
Lynn kept her voice steady. “That’s why we’re here. If he comes back, we’ll know. And you won’t be alone. We’re not taking chances, Sherri. Not with you.”
Sherri nervously glanced at the window, then at the door.
"Might be totally unrelated," I added, "but it's someone we need to find."
We stood. Sherri walked us to the door.
"Going to be a rush today," she said, trying to smile. "You're both welcome to join us."
"Why?" Lynn asked.
"Thanksgiving, dear. Most of the town's people will be here starting at lunch. Don't have much to be thankful for, what with Henry gone. He loved to cook for Thanksgiving. Loved all the excitement."
As we stepped out onto the street, the cold wind cut across the sidewalk. "There's always something to be thankful for," Lynn said quietly.
I nodded. It had snuck up on me, probably on Lynn too.
“A guy shows up asking for lunch during breakfast, then disappears," Lynn said. "A day later, Henry gets killed.”
“Yeah,” I said. “And nobody else remembers seeing him.”
We walked toward the pickup, Charlie falling into step beside us. Lynn didn’t speak for a moment, then said, “I want to find out where that guy went. If he didn’t drive, he didn’t go far.”
“Let’s check with the marina,” I said. “Transient boaters, strangers coming in on foot. Might’ve come ashore.”
Lynn nodded. “I’ll put out a quiet alert. Nothing official. See if anyone’s seen someone matching that description.”
“And I’ll go with Mike to talk to the kid again,” I added. “He might have seen someone. Might have been too scared to talk about it.”
Lynn looked over at me, eyes clear and unreadable. “We’re getting closer.”
“Maybe,” I said. “But shadows don’t bleed until they’re caught.”
And with that, we climbed into the truck, turned the corner, and drove to the station, the town folding in around us, tight and full of secrets. The late morning sun had broken through the clouds, casting light over the damp pavement.
Lynn checked her phone and gave me a nod.
“I’m heading to the marina. See if anyone’s seen our mystery man from the diner. Might check with the kayak shop too.”
“Good. I’ll stay in town. Walk a bit. Talk to people. I might swing by the bait shop again.”
“Let’s meet back at your place around six. I’ll bring food.”
Charlie and I walked east, toward Main Street. The sidewalk still carried the scent of wet cedar and salt, and the town was starting to stir more with the lunch hour approaching. At the bakery, I stopped in long enough to chat with Veronica, who was balancing three orders and an impatient espresso machine. She waved me off with flour on her cheek and promised to check her back alley cameras again later.
At the hardware store, I asked about the pen, the same kind used for the “Killer” note. Nothing new, a shrug, and a “we sell a lot of those.” At the post office, I lingered a little longer. Joyce, the clerk, remembered seeing a man in a dark coat earlier in the week. “Shifty eyes,” she said. “Didn’t mail anything. Just stood at the bulletin board for a while.”
It wasn’t much, but it was more than we had yesterday.
By 1:30, Charlie and I were on the bluff trail again. The clouds had rolled back in, but the water below was calm, gray, wide and indifferent. We found a bench overlooking the Strait. I sat. Charlie leaned against my leg like he’d done it a thousand times.
I thought of Laura, thought of the call, of her back in the ICU, wondered if she was even aware of what she had become. My mind kept looping back to her hospital stay, how the light in her eyes had dulled when I last saw her. I wondered if she hated me or if whatever was inside her head was her at all. I wondered if any of it even mattered anymore.
I watched a container ship cut across the water in the distance, headed for Seattle. Charlie nosed my hand and lay his head on my lap. I stayed there a long time, feeling wrapped up in memories, asking questions for which there were no answers.
By five, I was back at the house. The sky smudged with low clouds, the sea air sharper than usual. I climbed the porch steps slowly, every joint aching like it knew something I didn’t.
Lynn’s truck pulled up ten minutes later.
She and Daisy climbed out. Maple ran to be with Charlie. Lynn reached back in and came out with a brown paper sack in one hand and a six-pack in the other. “Soup and bread,” she said. “I thought you might want to drink something that didn’t taste like burned socks.”
We sat on the porch steps while the dogs ran circles around the beach, tails flashing in and out of sight. Charlie returned with a stick twice the size of his head. Daisy promptly stole it.
“They’re good for each other,” I said, watching them.
“They’re more fun than most of the people,” Lynn replied, tearing off a piece of bread and handing it to me.
I smiled. I didn’t mean to, but I did.
The sun dipped low behind the trees, painting the bluff in rust-colored light. Lynn sipped her beer, boots stretched out in front of her.
“I stopped by the marina,” she said. “Nobody’s seen a guy matching the description. However, I issued a discreet warning to other departments on the peninsula. Nothing official.”
I nodded. “Thanks.”
“I also swung by the liquor store. Their outside camera doesn’t catch the alley, but one of the kids said someone walked past around dawn the day Henry died. Dark coat. Hood up. Could be something, could be nothing.”
“We’re always chasing shadows.”
She glanced over at me. “Any leads on your end?”
“A lot of small talk. Joyce at the post office thought someone was acting odd, but that could just be her way of describing anyone under forty.”
“She’s not wrong.”
We sat like that for a while, quiet, but not distant. Charlie dropped the stick at my feet and flopped down. Daisy climbed halfway into Lynn’s lap, uninvited but welcome.
Headlights swept across the bluff road. A silver sedan pulled up behind Lynn’s truck.
She stood. “That’s Steve.”
I didn’t move. Just watched as he stepped out of the car and stretched.
He gave us a lazy grin and raised a hand. “Happy Thanksgiving! Hope you’ve got more than soup.”
Lynn met him halfway with a quick hug. “What are you doing here?”
“Had some vacation time,” he said. “Figured I'm needed here more than being asleep on my couch.”
I stood as he approached, and he pulled me into a quick, firm handshake that turned into a half-hug.
“You look worse every time I look at you,” he said, joking.
“I'm still better looking than you. Always have been, always will be." It was our usual greeting, repeated hundreds of times over the years.
We went inside, the dogs trailing behind us like guards escorting royalty.
Over soup and beer on the front porch, we brought Steve up to date. He listened, nodded, asked a few questions, and didn’t offer any big solutions. Only his presence. And support. The same way Lynn had given it to me.
We went inside, the dogs trailing behind us like guards escorting royalty. Charlie shook off and wandered to his usual spot, Daisy close behind. Lynn shrugged off her jacket and folded it over a chair while Steve lingered near the window, taking in the view of the dunes like he wasn’t quite ready to sit down yet.
It was the first time the three of us were together. It didn’t feel forced, just… way overdue.
I handed them another can of beer and sat back on the couch next to Lynn. It seemed like the right thing to do. Something grounding. Steve took his can with a quiet thanks and settled into the chair directly across from me.
“You’ve got a hell of a place here,” Steve said, glancing around the room.
“I know the owner,” I laughed.
“He says it’s yours as long as you want it,” he added. “Quiet, peaceful. I hope you’re relaxing and enjoying it.”
“It was part of the deal,” I said. “Solitude. Ocean. A house that didn’t ask too many questions.”
Steve looked at me for a second and nodded. “Lynn says it suits you.”
I looked at her, and she looked back with a faint smile. “You two talk about me behind my back?”
“Constantly,” she said, deadpan.
Steve chuckled. “She’s been keeping me updated. Making sure you haven’t wandered off into the woods.”
I felt my chest tighten a little, but not in a bad way. I looked down at the beer in my hands, then back up. “She’s been more than just keeping tabs,” I said. “There were days I wasn’t sure I’d hold it together. I probably wouldn’t have if she hadn’t shown up when she did.”
Lynn’s expression didn’t shift, but something passed between us, an acknowledgment without words.
“I figured as much,” Steve said quietly. “She didn’t say it outright, but I could tell. She was worried.”
“I still am,” Lynn added, voice low. “But you’re still here. That counts.”
We let the quiet stretch for a moment. The wood stove clicked softly in the background. Outside, the wind had settled. Even the gulls had given it a rest.
“How’s the Chief?” I asked, shifting the conversation's focus.
Steve leaned back slightly. “Recovering. Surgery went well, all things considered. I saw him two days ago, grumpy as ever. He wants out of that hospital bed more than anything. Says the nurses are plotting against him.”
Lynn smiled. “That sounds about right.”
“He asked about you,” Steve said, looking at Lynn. “I told him you’re running the place better than he ever did. He said you always did, that he just kept the chair warm.”
She scoffed, but smiled. The praise mattered, even if she tried not to show it.
“I’m just holding things down,” she said.
“No,” Steve said. “You’re leading. There’s a difference.”
We sat with that for a bit. No one rushed to fill the silence. It was the kind that comes with people who’ve known each other a long time and survived a few things together.
Steve set his can down and looked around again. “Mind if I crash here tonight?”
“Not at all,” I said. “I can sleep on the couch if you want your bed.”
He smirked. “This is your home now, at least for a long time in the future.”
Lynn grabbed her coat from the chair. “I should head out. Let you two catch up.”
Steve stood and hugged her. “Be careful out there.”
“I always am,” she said.
She looked at me then, just for a second, and her eyes said everything her words didn’t.
“Stay safe,” she said.
"Two cops drinking beer?" I laughed. "What's to worry?"
She smiled and slipped out the door. We stood there a moment, watching the dark wrap around the house. Then Steve clapped me on the shoulder and wandered toward the couch, Charlie padding behind him like he’d just been reassigned.
The living room settled into a comfortable quiet. Charlie was curled up near the heater, fast asleep. The beer in my hand had gone warm, but I didn’t care. The wind had picked up again outside, brushing the bluff with a steady rustle. Steve sat across from me on the couch, one leg stretched out, the other tucked under. His eyes were on the dark window, but his mind was somewhere else.
“You’ve been through it,” he said, not looking at me. “I mean, I knew that. But seeing you now… I didn’t know how deep it cut.”
I didn’t answer at first. I took a sip of the beer, let it sit on my tongue, flat and bitter.
“Some days I can’t even breathe right,” I said. “And others, I feel guilty for not thinking about her every second.”
Steve glanced at me. “You don’t have to explain.”
“I know,” I said. “But maybe I need to. To someone who knows what it means to carry something this heavy and still pretend like you’re functioning.”
He nodded. “I’ve been worried. Lynn, too.”
“I figured,” I said. “She’s good at hiding it, but not good enough.”
“I’ve never seen her like this,” Steve said. “She’s always had that shield, professional, calm, focused. But with you… she’s different. Softer. Like she lets herself feel more when you’re around.”
That hit something I didn’t expect. I shifted in my seat, suddenly aware of how long it had been since I let myself care about how someone else was doing.
“I wasn’t planning on feeling anything,” I said. “This place was supposed to be quiet. A kind of retreat from the world. Then the murder happened. Then the note. Then Laura...”
Steve was quiet for a beat. “The ICU call. Lynn told me.”
“Of course she did.”
“She thought I should know. Said she found you down on the beach.”
I looked down at the label peeling from my bottle. “I broke, Steve. Not a crack. A collapse. She didn’t say anything, just sat there with me. That’s something, you know? Someone not trying to fix it. Just being there.”
“Yeah,” he said. “That’s Lynn. She listens when most people talk too much.”
“She’s saved me more than once these past few days,” I said, voice low. “And not in the dramatic way. Just by showing up.”
Steve nodded. “She's strong, Jeff. You know that. With her and me around, you don’t need to do it alone.”
A silence passed, but it wasn’t empty. Just honest.
“You think this guy, whoever stabbed Henry, you think he’s still around?” Steve asked after a moment.
“Yeah,” I said. “Like he’s hiding in plain sight. Or worse, he’s watching. I'm getting that feeling. Someone's out there, planning something ugly.”
“You think the hiker, the coat, and the note are connected?”
“I do. I can’t prove it yet. But whoever left that message on my porch… they knew exactly where to hit.”
“You think it was local?”
“No idea,” I said. “There's a retired boat captain that's a little off, a teenager who stays up all night. There is no apparent motive that we can find. That’s what makes it worse. Everyone’s a suspect. Or no one is.”
Steve nodded again. “You miss the job?”
“Parts of it. The puzzle, the people. Not the hours. Not the politics. But this, sitting here with you, talking it out, yeah, I miss this.”
He leaned back with a quiet grunt. “I’ve missed this, too. We solved a lot of crime just tossing ideas around.”
Charlie suddenly stood, alert, and moved towards the door.
"He heard something," I said. "Probably a deer. Lots of those around here."
"Let's step outside, see what we see."
With Charlie sitting beside me, we stood at the railing around the porch. The dark completely surrounded us. Silence.
Softly, Steve whispered, "Probably a deer. Lots of those around here."
We stood, silently watching where our eyes couldn't see, not because we expected to see anything, but because standing there together felt right. I glanced at my watch. Almost midnight. "All good detectives need to be in bed.”
He chuckled as we went inside. He sat on the couch, taking off his shoes. "I don't want you to think that I'm forcing myself into your life here."
His comment startled me. "Why would you say that?"
"I show up unannounced and plop down on the couch to sleep."
I shook my head. "How many times did you do that in Seattle? We'd be out till almost morning, and you would crash on the couch. Laura wanted to turn the guest bedroom into a room just for you. We've been partners for almost eleven years now. You're like my brother."
Steve grinned. "Well, since you put it that way, would you wake up early and make my breakfast for me?"
I threw a pillow at him, laughing, and headed for the bedroom.
I heard him settle into the couch, the springs creaking just like they did a hundred nights back in Seattle. The house was quiet again. I got in bed, listening to the low hum of the heater and Charlie’s breathing next to me. I turned to face him, put my hand next to his face. My grown-up puppy, my partner in the next room. It felt good.
But Charlie had heard something. And sometimes, dogs hear what we can’t.








CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The morning light filtered through the blinds in slanted lines, catching dust in the air and giving the squad room an old-photograph look. The station was quiet, the quiet that comes after the first pot of coffee but before the phones start ringing.
I stood at the whiteboard, marker uncapped, staring at the timeline we’d scrawled the day before. Henry Talbot. Trail stabbing. The note. The meatloaf stranger. It looked like a high school crime drama project, with arrows looping around and no answers underneath any of them.
Steve leaned against the wall, nursing his second coffee of the morning and eyeing the board like it owed him money.
Lynn walked in from the hallway with a cardboard box full of manila folders and printouts, a half-eaten granola bar clamped between her teeth. She set the box on the nearest desk and pulled the bar out, chewing as she looked over the mess I’d made.
“You call that organized?” she said, mouth half full. “It looks like a spider on meth tried to map the case.”
“Organized chaos,” I said. “You’d be amazed at the number of cases we solved using worse drawings.”
Steve took a slow sip, raising an eyebrow. “That’s not reassuring her, Jeff.”
Lynn grabbed a fresh marker from the drawer and handed it to me. “Here. Try blue. Red makes you look like you’re writing death threats.”
I swapped markers and rewrote a name near the center. “Henry. Trail victim. Note. Meatloaf guy.”
“We still don’t have a name for him,” Steve said, moving in closer. “We’ve got eyewitness descriptions, one bad video clip, and a napkin holder that may or may not have fingerprints. Nothing conclusive.”
“We’ll make it work,” Lynn said. She stepped over to the evidence board and added a sticky note near the edge. “I talked to Mike this morning. He’s going to canvas the marina again. Quiet-like. See if anyone remembers someone matching like what Sherri described.”
“And the bakery cameras?” Steve asked.
“Still nothing new. Veronica’s system is older than she lets on. Could’ve missed our guy entirely.”
Charlie sprawled under the desk, his tail thumping lazily every time someone moved. I scratched behind his ear with the toe of my boot. “At least we’ve got one team member who’s consistent.”
Lynn smiled. “Don’t let it go to his head.”
Steve set his cup down. “Let’s start posting photos and notes by time of day. Morning sightings, afternoon inconsistencies, who was where and when. Visuals might help us crack the pattern.”
“You thinking like a detective again,” I said.
He shrugged. “Old habits.”
I grabbed a handful of pushpins and started lining things up by the hour. Lynn grabbed a notepad and began transcribing from the latest witness sheet. Steve stood back, arms folded, watching it all like he was measuring the space for something that didn’t quite fit.
It almost felt normal. Like any other case, any other station, any other morning before the bad news came in. And for a few minutes, I let myself stay in that illusion.
Until my phone rang on the desk between us, its tone sharp and out of place in the Chief’s office.
I glanced at it and froze. The hospital. I put it on speaker. Lynn and Steve turned toward me as I answered, more out of reflex than intention. “Jeff Hanson.”
There was a pause on the line. Then a woman’s voice, soft, careful. “Mr. Hanson, this is Caroline Walker. I’m the head nurse on the ICU floor at Harborview Medical.”
I didn’t answer.
“I’m… I’m so sorry to be calling like this. But I need to inform you that your wife, Laura, passed away this morning.”
I didn’t say a word. Just let the phone slip from my hand and hit the desk. Not hard, just enough to let go of it, like my fingers no longer worked.
Steve reached forward, caught it before it slid off the edge. “This is Detective Brady,” he said quickly. “I’m with Jeff. Please, what happened?”
Lynn moved beside me, her hand resting on my shoulder. I couldn’t look at her. I was staring at the floor, waiting for this to feel real.
On the phone, the nurse continued, her voice still low but steady. “Laura had been sedated, as you know. She was transferred back to the ICU three days ago because of medical deterioration. We had her on continuous IV sedation and a nasogastric feeding tube. She hadn’t been communicative until this morning.”
Steve frowned. “Communicative?”
“She wouldn’t talk. She was calm, still sedated. The aide said her eyes were open, tracking her. That’s rare, but not unheard of with patients in her condition. The aide began changing her gown as part of the morning rotation. She briefly removed the wrist restraints without calling for backup.”
Steve closed his eyes for a second. “And?”
“She turned away to get a fresh gown. When she did, Laura reached for the IV control, the valve on the drip line, and she opened the line fully. It was Propofol. It must have poured into her IV. She was already sedated. It was almost immediate.”
“She overdosed.”
“Yes,” the nurse said, her voice breaking. “We responded immediately. Code blue was called. She had no pulse by the time we began compressions. There was nothing we could do.”
Steve swallowed. “The aide?”
“She’s devastated. She’s suspended pending review, but I don’t believe this was anything but a tragic misjudgment. Laura had been unresponsive for so long. I don’t think anyone thought she was aware enough to do something like this.”
“Okay,” Steve said. “Thank you. Thank you for calling us directly.”
“We’re truly sorry, Detective. I’ll send the attending physician’s report to Mr. Hanson’s email. The hospital administration would like to talk with Mr. Hanson when he’s ready. They will need to speak with him about arrangements.”
He thanked her again and ended the call. The office was still. I hadn’t moved.
“She’s gone,” I said, the words so soft I wasn’t sure they even left my mouth.
Steve stepped over and placed the phone gently on the desk.
“She opened the line herself,” I said. “That means she knew. She knew what she was doing.”
Lynn didn’t speak. She stayed beside me, hand steady, eyes filled with something I couldn’t bear to look at.
“She wanted out,” I said. “And I wasn’t there.”
Steve sat facing me. "Jeff, you know what her brain was carrying. Guilt, confusion, rage, it was all of it twisted up inside her. She was barely surviving.”
I nodded, but it didn’t feel like agreement. It just felt like movement. I didn’t want to cry anymore, not here, not now. Lynn’s hand stayed where it was.
Steve leaned forward. “What do you want to do?”
“I want to breathe,” I whispered.
We stayed like that for a long time, just the three of us, the empty space where my wife had once existed hanging in the air like a fourth presence. Eventually, I stood. Lynn rose with me.
“I’ll drive,” she said.
We left the station without saying much. No plan. No need for one. I don’t remember who suggested the park by the bluff, but that’s where we ended up.
It was a short drive down the hill from the station, past the marina and the library, then up a narrow road that curled along the edge of the coast. The truck barely made a sound as it pulled in under a stand of fir trees. We parked and walked toward the overlook where the benches faced the Strait.
The cool breeze was gentle and comforting. The clouds were moving slowly above us, casting long shadows across the grass. A tanker far offshore cut silently across the water, heading west towards the Pacific, massive, slow, and indifferent to the world it was leaving behind.
We didn’t sit right away. Steve paced a bit, hands in his jacket pockets. Lynn walked to the rail and rested her elbows on it. I stood just behind them, Charlie beside me. I took him off his leash. He wasn’t going anywhere. Maybe he sensed that his place was here, beside the three of us.
We stared out at the sea for a long time.
“She was already gone,” I said, my voice quieter than I expected it to be. “The last few times I saw her, she wasn’t really there.”
Neither of them said anything. I didn’t need them to.
“I kept thinking she might come back. Maybe a word. A look. Something. But I think I knew, even then.”
The tanker on the horizon moved so slowly that it seemed like it wasn’t moving at all. Just hanging there in the gray-blue.
“I used to tell myself she’d want me to keep going,” I said. “That she'd want me to live. But she didn’t. Not in the end. She didn’t want to see me. Didn’t want me near her. And I can’t be angry about that.”
Steve turned toward me. “You were a good husband, Jeff. I loved your family, I admired what you had. Treasure those memories. Don’t let what happened in that hospital rewrite history.”
The wind shifted. A gull cried somewhere high above. Charlie lay down beside me and let out a breath that sounded too much like mine.
“I think I had already let her go,” I said. “But now that she’s actually gone, I know it’s over, truly over. Now I have to figure out what that means for me."
Steve gave my shoulder a firm squeeze and held it for a second longer than necessary. “We’ll figure it out.”
The silence between us wasn’t heavy this time. It was shared.
The sun broke through for a moment, casting a dull silver streak across the surface of the water. Another ship followed the first one, smaller, heading in the same direction. And for a heartbeat, I imagined they were carrying Laura away, finally unburdened by pain, by the voices, by the screams.
“Maybe she found peace out there,” I murmured. Nobody answered. They didn’t have to.
We stood there a little longer, letting the cold settle in and the numbness do its job. Eventually, we’d head back. There were still questions to ask, people to interview, and a killer still at large. But for now, we just stood together and watched the ships.







CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The house smelled like garlic and onions sautéing in butter, the rich aroma filling the air and mingling with the faint scent of thyme. Lynn moved through the kitchen, her sleeves rolled up, a soft hum escaping her lips as she stirred a pan on the stove. The scene was something warm, something with purpose, and it felt almost domestic, like something stolen from another life, a stark contrast to the turmoil around us.
Steve sat at the small kitchen table, hunched over my phone. I’d forwarded the report from the hospital to him earlier when I couldn’t bring myself to read it. Now he was reading it for the third time, eyes narrowed, thumb scrolling slowly. His brow furrowed deeper with each pass, a sign that something in the document was troubling him.
Charlie and Daisy lay side by side near the heater vent, their tails twitching intermittently as they drifted in and out of sleep. The wind outside had picked up again, brushing against the windows with soft, uneven pulses, a gentle reminder of the storm within us.
“You want another beer?” I asked, grabbing one from the fridge, hoping to distract myself from the suffocating weight of the report.
Steve shook his head, but didn’t look up. “No, I’m good.”
Lynn glanced over her shoulder, a playful glint in her eyes. “Reached my limit. One more and I'll start singing.”
Steve exhaled, tapping the screen with a sense of urgency. “This is odd.”
I turned toward him, curiosity piqued. “What is?”
He tilted the phone so I could see. “Right here, under the nursing supervisor’s summary, ’Second disciplinary action taken involving staff. Incident reviewed. Aide terminated.”
I blinked, trying to process the information. “I thought the aide just made a mistake?”
Steve shrugged, his expression skeptical. “Maybe. Maybe not. But they don’t mention the aide’s name here, just that this isn’t the first time something’s gone wrong. Maybe it’s a different aide. It’s vague, which is usually how companies try to protect themselves.”
He scrolled up. "Wait, this is from the psych ward, not the ICU."
Lynn moved the pan off the burner and walked over, wiping her hands on a towel. “You think another aide was negligent?”
“Possibly,” Steve said, leaning back in his chair. “But something’s off. I would like to know what the first disciplinary action was. Could be nothing. It could be exactly what it sounds like: sloppy protocol. Or…”
“Or someone with access and no business being near vulnerable patients,” Lynn finished, her voice tinged with concern.
I rubbed a hand over my face, feeling the weight of our oversight. “Our focus was on her condition. I didn’t think to ask about staff.”
“I’ve seen reports like this before,” Steve said, his tone grim. “When a hospital’s covering its ass. I’ll call a detective I know in Vice, keep it out of Homicide, and ask them to visit the head nurse. Might be nothing.”
He stood and stepped into the other room to make the call, his silhouette casting long shadows against the fading light.
Lynn returned to the stove and began plating the food: pan-seared chicken, roasted vegetables, and something green I couldn’t identify, but smelled incredible.
Daisy stood suddenly, her ears pricked up as if she had caught a scent or sound that the rest of us missed. She let out a sharp bark that echoed through the house. Charlie followed a beat later with his bark, his body tense and muscles coiled with readiness. Both dogs moved toward the front of the house.
I turned, my heart racing. “You hear something?”
Lynn had already moved to the window, her movements swift and deliberate.
We heard it a second later, a sudden rev of an engine, too loud, too fast, cutting across the stillness of the evening. Tires spit gravel, and by the time we reached the front door, all we could see was a set of fading taillights disappearing down the bluff road, leaving behind a cloud of dust.
“What the hell…” I muttered, my mind racing with possibilities.
Lynn pulled her radio from the side table and keyed it. “Mike, this is Brady. We had a vehicle take off from near the house. See if you can intercept.”
“Copy. I'm already patrolling near the ridge.”
I stepped outside with Lynn, the dogs pacing at our heels. The wind was sharp now, carrying the heavy scent of salt and damp earth.
Steve returned from his call, stepping onto the porch with a look of concern. “I heard a car taking off. Everything okay?”
“We had a visitor,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. “Didn’t want to stay. All I saw were taillights.”
Mike's voice came over the radio. “No sign of a vehicle on the ridge or eastbound. I’ll loop back toward the main road, just in case.”
Lynn stepped back inside, shaking her head with clear frustration. “Someone parked nearby. No telling how long they were there. They probably took off when they heard the dogs bark.”
“They had to know we’d hear them,” I said.
“Just more puzzle pieces," Steve added. "We might think about getting some cameras around the house. Wilson in Vice said he'd drop by the ICU tomorrow morning, see if anyone wants to talk to him."
“I'll see if Port Angeles PD has some. Anyway, it's supper time,” Lynn said, locking the door with finality.
"Let's dine on Lynn's fabulous meal," I suggested, pulling the chair out for her. It was time to lighten the tension and calm the adrenaline flow.
As we gathered around the table, the meal Lynn prepared felt like a warm embrace. The pan-seared chicken glistened beside roasted vegetables, the aromatic blend of garlic, onions, and thyme enveloping us in a comforting spell. Savoring the first bite, I allowed myself a moment of gratitude for the friends, food, and the temporary escape from the chaos.
But my mind flickered back to the note on the porch, then the car that took off. Someone's focus was on me. I couldn’t shake the feeling that eyes were watching my every move.
Lynn chuckled, breaking into my thoughts. “You look like you’re a million miles away, Jeff.”
“Just thinking,” I said, forcing a smile as I lifted my gaze from my plate. I put my fork down. "A stabbing and a murder with almost the exact MO as the serial killer in Seattle. The only difference is that no knife was left at the stabbing of the hiker."
"And a different type of knife used at the diner," Steve added.
"There's a jacket found at the hiker's scene with a folded paper in the pocket, with the name 'Laura' written, plus a heart. Then the note on the porch here with 'killer' on it."
"And someone is watching us," Lynn said.
"That's our puzzle pieces." I paused. "Let's assume that it's all tied together. No coincidence. All one person."
Steve’s voice broke through my reverie: “You're saying the serial killer followed you out here?”
"It sounds right, but it doesn't make sense," I replied. "The Seattle cases were assigned to us by Chief Winters. The FBI was looking at them. We had barely started when the accident happened."
Lynn’s brow furrowed in concern, mirroring my thoughts. “What does it mean if someone is focusing on you? On this house?”
"Does it make more sense if it's completely different from the Seattle killer?" Steve said. "What if we look at it as a genuine coincidence?"
We sat quietly for a moment. Finally, Lynn stood up. "Dinner conversations with Seattle Homicide detectives. Dang. Talk about a good time! How about a dessert?"
We started laughing again, making small talk. They started telling stories about their childhood. I glanced at Lynn and Steve, their animated expressions igniting a comforting nostalgia. It felt almost normal, as if life might return to its usual rhythm.
Steve leaned in, excitement bouncing in his voice as he told Lynn about a case we thought we had solved, but ended up completely wrong. I laughed at the memory, then, and was abruptly drawn into a distant memory.
Another dinner filled my mind, the dining table at my old house, where the scent of Laura's lasagna wrapped the room in a warm hug. She was in her element as she moved between the kitchen and dining room, talking enthusiastically about a recent surgery while Steve and I discussed a troubling case. I loved hearing her discuss her cases and the events at the hospital, but she didn't believe our talk about the blood and guts of murders was appropriate for dinner. I could almost hear her teasing us, moving the conversation to any other subject.
Just like Lynn did, Laura would stand up and say, “C’mon, detectives, it’s time for dessert!” She'd served us homemade apple pie while Steve rolled his eyes, pretending to be exasperated. “Doing heart surgery is about blood, too, Laura!” he'd tease, but we’d break into laughter.
Memories fading, treasured moments lost. I blinked, pulling myself back to the present, but the table felt colder now, and the laughter faded.
“What if it’s not just a coincidence?” I said, the implications hanging in the air like a storm cloud. “What if there’s one murderer, and for some reason, one of us is in the crosshairs?”
As their faces turned serious, a shiver of recognition coursed through me. I knew this wasn’t just dinner. It was a call to action.







CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

The call came just after nine. I had been on the phone for most of the morning, coordinating funeral arrangements with a quiet and efficient woman at a funeral home in Seattle. Her voice was kind, practiced in the way people are when their job is to handle grief with soft words and firm timelines. I asked for a service by the grave, mainly because it was what Laura would have wanted. She never liked the idea of long church services. They would be small. Private. I didn’t know who to invite anymore. I wasn’t even sure I belonged there.
I was still staring at the notepad in front of me when my phone buzzed again. Lynn.
“Jeff,” she said, her voice tight. “I need you to come to the station. Now.”
I didn’t ask why. Her tone was enough.
Charlie stayed behind when I left, curling into his bed by the heater like he sensed the shift in the morning air. I got in the pickup, wondering why she wouldn’t tell me over the phone. The drive to the station was short, but my mind seemed to stretch the minutes. The last few days had spun the world off its axis, and I was beginning to feel like I didn’t know where the edges were anymore.
When I walked into the station, Lynn was standing with Mike and Steve just inside the rear entrance. She met my eyes, didn’t speak, just motioned me over.
The plush bear sat on a bench near the back door, where staff and officers usually came and went. It looked new, white with black eyes and nose. A kitchen knife plunged into its chest. Pinned beneath the blade was a torn sheet of notebook paper.
One word. Again.
KILLER.
Same heavy black ink. Same tight, angry handwriting.
Mike stood with his arms crossed, jaw tight. “Found it this morning,” he said. "The door was locked. Cameras didn’t catch anyone, the angle’s wrong, and the feed skips between motion triggers.”
I stared at the bear. At the knife. At the word. It didn’t hit me like the first note. This time it didn’t feel like confusion. It felt like pressure, mounting, and deliberate.
“Same as the note at the house,” I said quietly.
Lynn nodded. “Looks like the same ink. Same style. It’s too close not to be related.”
Mike shifted. “Sick joke, maybe. But it’s getting bolder.”
“No,” Steve said. “This is personal now. This is pointing at something. The message is here, the answer is right in front of us. Jeff?”
I didn’t answer right away. I couldn’t. Something about it pierced deeper than I expected. Maybe it was the bear, childlike and soft, corrupted by violence. Perhaps it was the word itself, the accusation, warning, prophecy. I didn’t know.
I knelt in front of it, studying the paper. No smudges. No fingerprints, probably. The person who left it knew what they were doing. But it wasn’t just about being careful. This was personal.
“This wasn’t meant for the department,” I said. “It was meant for me. Only me.”
Neither of them argued.
Lynn crouched beside me, her voice low. “We’ll treat it like evidence, run the usual. But I wanted you to see it first.”
I looked at her, and for a moment I didn’t say anything. I just let the silence hang between us, not because I didn’t have words, but because I didn’t trust the ones I did have.
“This is my fault,” I said.
“No, it’s not.”
“Someone’s watching. They know who I am. They’re not guessing. They know me.”
Mike stepped away to make a call, leaving us there with the bear and the knife and that damned note.
Lynn’s hand touched my arm. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”
I stood slowly, the weight of grief and confusion pushing against my spine. “I left her in that hospital. And now she’s gone. And I’ve got strangers calling me a killer.”
She didn’t flinch. “Jeff, I don't think this is about Laura.”
I turned away, not because I didn’t want to hear her, but because I wanted to believe it and didn’t know if I could. My wife was dead. My daughter was gone. And now someone was slipping notes under doors and stabbing teddy bears with kitchen knives like we were living in some slow-motion horror movie.
“Let’s bag everything,” Steve said. “Run prints, do the usual. This is evidence and may be linked to the cook’s murder.”
Even so, part of me wondered: what if they weren’t wrong? What if the person who wanted to kill me killed the cook?
Steve walked with me back to the front of the station, saying nothing, just close enough to remind me I wasn’t alone. Outside, the wind had picked up, rustling the edges of the town like even the air wanted to move things forward.
“I need to go to Seattle,” I said.
Steve nodded, “Yeah. We do.”
I immediately caught that he wanted to join me. “Arrangements for the funeral. It’s time.”
Steve leaned against the counter. “We need to ask some questions, especially after this morning.”
“You heading out?” Lynn asked as she walked up behind us, catching the mood instantly.
“Yeah,” I said. “It’s time to take care of things in Seattle.”
She walked over and set the folder down on the counter. “Then I’m coming with you.”
I shook my head. “You’re the acting chief now. You need to stay here.”
“I don’t care about titles.”
“But I do,” I said. “There’s been too much going on here. Too many eyes are watching. This town’s on edge. You’re the one holding the center, Lynn. They need to see your face, not mine.”
She looked at Steve. “Then you should stay.”
Steve raised his hands. “You know I would. But he’s right, Lynn. You’re the one they trust now. You’re the face they see walking the streets, checking in. It’s not about wanting to help, it’s about where we’re needed.”
Her jaw tightened, but she didn’t argue.
“You can handle this,” I said. “I know you can.”
She looked down, then gave a slow nod. “Of course I can. That isn’t the point.”
The strength in her voice wasn’t forced; it was who she was. I respected the hell out of that.
Steve and I left the station together, heading back to the house so I could pack my belongings. I wasn’t taking much, just my duffel bag and a few things I’d need to get through the days ahead. We pulled into the gravel driveway and immediately knew something was wrong.
The front door was ajar.
Steve was out of the truck before I could grab the handle.
“Someone might still be here,” he said, already moving fast toward the porch.
I followed him up the stairs. The force of the entry had splintered the door at the lock and cracked the wood. Inside, the house was in chaos. Couch cushions torn, drawers dumped, kitchen cabinets yanked open like someone had been desperate for something and didn’t care how much noise they made finding it.
Blood. Blood by the door and on the porch. My stomach dropped.
“Charlie?” I called, voice rising.
Nothing.
I ran down the hall. His bed was empty. No dog. Blood on the floor. Signs of a struggle. I turned to Steve, panicked.
“He’s not here. Charlie's gone.”
Steve started scanning the room, seeing the blood. “He’s got to be outside.”
I was already moving, heading toward the stairs.
“Charlie!” I shouted.
Cold wind whipped across the grass and over the bluff.
“Charlie!”
Then I heard it, a whimper. Faint. Strained. I followed the sound, heart pounding, slipping in the loose sand as I made my way through the brush.
And then I saw him.
Curled halfway beneath a driftwood log, body shaking, one paw stretched in front of him. His fur was matted, blood near his hip. His eyes lifted to mine, and his tail thumped once.
“Jesus, Charlie…”
I dropped to my knees and reached for him. The wound was deep, tearing, and bleeding. I pressed my hand gently near it, feeling the warmth still in his body.
Steve was behind me in seconds.
“We need a towel, something to wrap him.”
“In the truck,” I said. “Back seat.”
Steve ran. I stayed with Charlie, stroking his head. “Hang in there, buddy. You’re not done yet. Not even close.”
We wrapped him as gently as we could and got him into the back seat. I held him while Steve drove. We didn’t talk. The silence was too tight for words. I kept pressure on the wound, whispering to Charlie the entire drive like he could understand every word.
The vet in Port Angeles was ready when we got there. Lynn had called ahead. She met us at the entrance, her eyes scanning the bundle in my arms as if she could will it better with just her focus.
“He’s gonna be okay,” she said. “They’re the best.”
I nodded, unsure if I could speak.
Steve called the Sheriff’s Office. Without hesitation, four officers were on their way to Port Helen.
“We need the house dusted for prints. Get them to collect and run the blood on the floor. Maybe Charlie bit him. These officers will be under your command, Lynn, as long as you want them.”
We waited. An hour passed, maybe more. Then the vet stepped into the room.
“He’s stable,” she said. “Lost a lot of blood. You got him here just in time. It’s a deep puncture wound, missed everything vital. He's stitched up and on IV fluids. He’ll be sore, but he’s a tough one.”
I nodded, but I couldn’t speak. The pressure in my chest was too much. Relief came like a wave I hadn’t been prepared for, washing over me, knocking the breath out of my lungs. I didn’t realize how close I’d been to falling apart again until she said those words: He’s stable.
Charlie was the only thing left that connected me to the life I’d had, to Laura, to Amy, to who I used to be. He was there when Amy took her first steps. He would put his head in Laura’s lap when she came home from the hospital, worn out from a full day of surgery. And he had followed me through every stage of hell I’ve walked since.
Now, someone almost took him away.
The vet led me back into the recovery room. Charlie was lying on a clean fleece pad inside a kennel, his side bandaged and an IV running into his front leg. He lifted his head slightly when he saw me and thumped his tail once.
I crouched beside him, holding his paw in my hand. “Hey, buddy.”
His eyes fluttered, his tail trying to wag. He wasn't out of the woods, but he wasn’t gone. That was enough to bring tears I hadn’t expected. Quiet ones. The kind that built up without permission.
“Don’t you ever do that to me again,” I whispered.
His eyes were looking at mine, his breathing even, calm.
I sat there for a long time, one hand resting on him while the machines beeped around us. I thought about everything I had lost: Laura, Amy, home, and purpose. The idea of losing him hit a place in me I didn’t even know was still breakable. If the stab had been slightly different, he would have been gone. Another gaping hole where something loved used to be.
Charlie wasn’t just a dog. He was the last survivor from a life that had already burned down. The last living part of me that knew what joy used to feel like.
I heard footsteps behind me. Lynn stood in the doorway, quiet. Steve, behind her, his arms crossed, face drawn.
“They said he’ll make a full recovery,” she said, her voice soft. “I’ll take him home when he’s ready to leave here."
Steve stepped into the room, crouched beside me, reached out, and gave Charlie a slow, gentle stroke along his neck.
I nodded once, then turned back to Charlie.
“You stay with me,” I said under my breath. “You’re not going anywhere.”
Charlie’s tail gave a small thump against the fleece again, and I rested my hand on his ribs, feeling the soft rhythm of his breath. Alive. Still here. That was all I needed at that moment.
Behind me, Lynn moved closer. I heard the shift of her boots on the tile and felt her presence before she said a word. She crouched beside me, just behind my shoulder, and rested her hand on my back.
“I’m not going anywhere either,” she said quietly. “Whatever this is, whatever’s coming next, you’re not alone.”
I turned, and for a moment, we just looked at each other. Her eyes held that same unwavering strength I’d come to recognize: solid, rooted, calm.
There was something in her expression I hadn’t seen before. Not just concern. Not duty. It was personal now. She meant it. She was staying, staying for me.
I nodded, throat tight. “I know that now.”
She gave the faintest smile. “You’d do the same.”
Behind us, Steve’s phone buzzed. He stepped back into the hall to answer, his voice low and measured. I sat with Charlie for another moment, letting the weight of everything settle around me. A thread of support that hadn’t been there before.
Steve stepped back in, slipping the phone into his jacket.
“That was the Sheriff's Office,” he said, glancing at Lynn first. The deputies are at the house. They’ve secured the scene and are working to find fingerprints. They got the blood sample. They’ll wait there for you.”
Lynn nodded. “Thanks, Steve.”
“Lynn, use them to run patrols and help Mike. Don’t hesitate to call for backup.”
He looked over at me, then back at her. Something in his gaze lingered, thoughtful. He said nothing about what he’d heard. He didn’t need to. But I could see it in the shift of his jaw, the quiet acceptance settling into his expression.
He’d seen the way Lynn had touched my shoulder. The way she looked at me. It wasn’t the look of a colleague anymore. And he didn’t challenge it.
He turned to me. “We should head to Seattle.”
I nodded, brushing my palm once more over Charlie’s fur. “I’ll be back, buddy.”
Lynn stood and gave me a look I couldn’t quite read, but whatever it was, it settled something inside me.
Steve waited at the door, keys in hand, his face unreadable as we followed him out into the late afternoon chill.







CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The ICU smelled like antiseptic and overworked machines. I hadn’t stepped inside since Laura was transferred out months ago, but the place hadn’t changed. Same clean walls, same hushed tension in the air, like even grief had to whisper in these halls.
Steve and I waited just inside the nurse’s station until a woman stepped out of a glass-walled office, clipboard under her arm. Her badge read Caroline Walker, CCRN. Early sixties, sharp blue eyes, gray streaks in a tight bun, and the kind of posture that made you think she’d been running this ward long enough that no one dared question her authority.
“You must be Jeff Hanson,” she said as she approached, voice even, not unkind. “And this is…?”
“Steve Brady,” Steve said. “Seattle PD.”
She gave us a tight nod. “Come in. We can talk in my office.”
The space was small, with two chairs facing a desk that held a box of tissues and a framed photo of a Golden Retriever. She motioned for us to sit and then closed the door behind her.
“I’m truly sorry,” she said, settling into her chair. “Laura’s death has weighed heavily on our whole staff.”
I nodded. I couldn’t speak just yet. This is where it happened, where Laura ended her life.
Steve took the lead. “We’re trying to understand exactly what happened. The report says the aide assumed Laura was sedated, removed her restraints to change her gown… ”
“And during that time, Laura reached over and fully opened the roller clamp to the Propofol line,” Walker finished. “I reviewed the monitors myself. The dosage spike was immediate. The aide called a code blue within seconds, but it was already too late. The attending tried to reverse it but couldn't.”
I pictured the scene: Laura, free from the restraints, reaching the valve, knowing it would end everything. She was a highly skilled surgeon. She knew exactly what she was doing.
Steve leaned forward. “Do you believe Laura's actions were intentional?”
Walker sighed, the kind of breath that carried too many years of hard moments. “Laura had been lucid enough, intermittently, to resist care. She refused food, refused to be touched, and refused to speak. She was aware of her surroundings. In that moment, when the aide turned her back, yes, I believe she acted with intent.”
I finally found my voice. “You don’t blame the aide?”
She looked at me carefully. "This is a hard job, just like your job as homicide detectives. We deal with death every day. I know you understand that."
I nodded, wondering where she was going with the question.
"Cops protect one another, just as nurses. We have each other's backs. One thing we won't do, though, is excuse an action that destroys a life."
I listened carefully as she continued.
“I've been told to be very open with you. Normally, in a case like this, you'd be speaking with our attorneys. I blame circumstances. We’re short-staffed. It was early. The aide was new. She should’ve been supervised more closely. But I don’t believe she acted with negligence. She made a mistake. One that cost a life, yes. But she’ll carry that weight for the rest of her life.”
Steve nodded, then glanced at me. “Jeff?”
I just said, “Thank you. For being honest.”
"Laura came here several times a week," she continued. "While her patients went to the cardiac ICU after she operated on them, she would occasionally help cover other doctors by checking on their patients here in the surgical ICU."
"I didn't know that," I said.
"Not only was she respected, but she was admired. Always smiling, always helpful."
The memories hit hard. Her words made Laura come alive again, if for only a moment. Laura, the bright beam of light, the laughter, the happy spirit. Not the shattered, screaming shell locked to a hospital bed.
We stood, ready to leave.
“There’s something else,” she said, her voice quieter now. “Probably nothing. But it’s been nagging at me.”
Steve and I both stopped. “Go ahead,” he said.
“When Laura was transferred back here, the nurse mentioned something… off. It didn’t seem relevant at the time. She said things were different in the psych ward. Staff changes. Tension.”
Steve frowned. “What kind of tension?”
Walker gave a slight shrug. “I didn’t press. The nurse said something about... unsettling people being assigned to the ward. A staff member who gave her the creeps. Just… uncomfortable. Her words, not mine.”
I felt a ripple run under my skin. “Did she say anything specific? Anyone’s name?”
“No. Just that she was glad Laura was being moved. Said she didn’t like how some of the staff looked at her. That was it.”
Steve took a small step forward. “Did she file a report?”
“I don't know. She was placed on leave. Things are kept in-house over there, so I'm not privy to what happened.” Walker looked genuinely regretful.
I nodded, though my gut had already started tying itself into knots. “Her name?”
Walker glanced at the monitor on her desk. “Dana Carlisle. She had been with the psych unit for years. Good instincts.”
The nurse who tried to comfort me one night when I wanted to see Laura.
Steve scribbled the name down. “Thanks, Caroline. We’ll take it from here.”
She hesitated once more before we left. “Before she left, I asked her what happened. She didn't want to talk about it. So if you do speak to her… don’t assume anything. Just... ask the right questions.”
“We will,” I said.
The glass doors of the ICU slid shut behind us, cutting off the sterile hum of machines and the low murmur of nurses. Outside the hospital, the city didn’t pause for grief. Horns blared in the distance. A delivery truck idled at the curb, puffing exhaust into the chilled morning air. People brushed past on the sidewalk, heads down, earbuds in, like it was any other Thursday.
But for me, everything had shifted.
Steve stood beside me, silent, scanning the street like he was still weighing our next step. I pulled my phone from my jacket, thumb hovering for a moment. Then I found the number in my contacts and pressed the call button.
Dr. Hufsmith answered on the second ring.
“Hufsmith.”
“It’s Jeff Hanson.”
A pause. Barely a beat, but I heard it. “Yes, Jeff. I’m aware.”
“I want to talk,” I said. “In person.”
Another pause. Then: “I don’t think that’s necessary.”
“I do.”
His tone stiffened. “I’m extremely busy. Perhaps next week… ”
“No,” I said, cutting him off. “Today. Now.”
“I’ve already spoken to the attending nurse. The medical report will be finalized and sent to your email by this afternoon.”
“I’m not asking for paperwork,” I said. “This isn’t about checking a box. Something happened in your unit. I want to know what it was.”
There was a long silence, just the buzz of the line and the rush of passing traffic in my other ear. When he spoke again, his voice was clipped.
“I understand this is difficult for you, but I have no intention of opening any internal inquiry. The staff involved have been interviewed. Mistakes were made, but not maliciously. There is no further discussion to be had.”
“You don’t get to decide that,” I said. “You had someone working on your unit who scared the nurses. And my wife… my wife is dead.”
Steve was watching me now, arms crossed, jaw tight.
Hufsmith’s voice lowered. “Jeff. I’m sorry. I truly am. But there are protocols in place, and right now, my priority is the patients who are still alive.”
I clenched the phone tighter. “So that’s it? You’re just going to bury it?”
“There is no investigation. Because there’s nothing to investigate,” he said flatly. “If you want to pursue a formal complaint, go through legal channels. But I won’t be part of a witch hunt.”
He hung up.
I stood there, phone still in my hand, the city roaring around me like it hadn’t heard a word.
Steve exhaled through his nose. “That went well.”
I didn’t answer right away. Just stared down the street, past the blur of taxis and pedestrians and crosswalk lights. Then I slipped the phone into my pocket.
“He's hiding something," I said. "I’ve interrogated killers with steadier voices than his.”
“Yeah,” Steve muttered. “He is.”
We stood in silence for a beat longer. Then I turned to him.
“Let’s find out what it is.”







CHAPTER NINETEEN

"You know, there are better ways to handle this," Steve said as we walked toward the parking garage.
"I'm open to suggestions."
"We could file a formal complaint. Contact the medical board."
I shook my head. "That'll take weeks. And by then, whatever trail exists will be cold."
The parking garage smelled of exhaust and damp concrete. Our footsteps echoed against the low ceiling as we made our way to Steve's car.
"So what's the play?" Steve asked, unlocking the doors with a chirp.
I slid into the passenger seat, my mind already racing through options. "Dana Carlisle. The nurse Walker mentioned. We find her first."
Steve nodded, starting the engine. "And Hufsmith?"
"He'll keep." I buckled my seatbelt. "For now."
We pulled out of the garage and into the midday traffic. Seattle moved around us in its usual rhythm, buses hissing at stops, pedestrians hurrying across intersections, the Space Needle jutting into the gray sky.
"I've got a buddy in HR at the hospital," Steve said, navigating through a yellow light. "Might get us Dana's contact info."
"Make the call."
While Steve was busy talking on his phone, I found myself lost in thought. Something about Hufsmith's outright refusal to meet with us didn't sit right with me was far more than simple avoidance. There was an underlying current of fear, palpable and unsettling, more profound than just protecting his territory.
"Got it," Steve announced, breaking the silence as he ended his call. He looked at me with a mixture of determination and concern. "Dana Carlisle. Lives in Ballard. My guy says she's been on administrative leave for two weeks. Paid."
I nodded, the pieces slowly starting to form a picture in my mind. "Since before Laura died."
"Yeah," Steve confirmed, his eyes narrowing slightly. "Convenient timing."
There was a shared understanding between us, an unspoken acknowledgment that we were onto something deeper and more sinister. Steve navigated the car onto I-5 north, the steady hum of the engine accompanying our thoughts. The drive to Ballard took thirty minutes, the midday traffic adding to the tension simmering beneath the surface. As we crossed the Fremont Bridge, the waters of the Ship Canal mirrored the overcast sky.
Dana lived in a modest bungalow on a quiet, tree-lined street in Ballard. We parked across the street from her house, the engine ticking as it cooled. There was no car in her driveway, but the warm glow of lights inside suggested someone was home.
"How do you want to handle this?" Steve asked, breaking the silence that had settled over us. His eyes were steady, reflecting the resolve we both felt.
I took a moment to consider our approach, weighing the options. "Let's just talk to her. No badges, no pressure. Just two guys asking questions."
Steve raised an eyebrow. "And if she doesn't want to talk?"
I sighed, the weight of the situation pressing down on me. "Then we'll know she's hiding something, too."
As we approached the house, the crunch of gravel under our feet seemed almost deafening in the quiet neighborhood. The air was crisp, carrying the faint scent of wood smoke from a nearby chimney. Climbing the three wooden steps to her small porch, I noticed the surrounding details, the worn wicker chair, the potted mums adding a splash of color, and the faint creak of the floorboards underfoot. Every detail anchored me in the present, reinforcing the seriousness of our mission.
I rapped on the door; the noise reverberated in the quiet. Footsteps approached from inside, growing louder as they neared the door. When it opened, a woman in her forties stood before us, her hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. She wore jeans and a faded University of Washington sweatshirt, her expression wary and guarded. I hardly recognized her as the nurse in the psych ward.
"Dana Carlisle?" I asked, my voice steady but gentle.
Recognition immediately crossed her face, her eyes narrowing. "Mr. Hanson."
"This is Steve Brady. We want to talk to you about what happened at the hospital."
Her hand tightened on the edge of the door, her knuckles whitening. "I don't work there anymore."
"We know," I replied, trying to keep my tone as non-threatening as possible. "That's partly why we're here."
She studied us for a moment, her eyes flicking past us to the street, as if expecting someone else to appear. "Can't you just ask the hospital?" she asked, suspicion lacing her voice.
"No," I said, shaking my head. "Huffsmith won't talk with me."
The color drained from her face at the mention of Laura's name. She knew. "I'm sorry for your loss," she said automatically, her voice faltering. She started to close the door, her movements hurried. "But I can't help you."
I put my hand on the door, not forcing it, just preventing it from closing. "Please. Five minutes. That's all I'm asking," I said, my voice lower now. “Because whatever happened in that ward didn’t just kill my wife, it left a hole in my daughter’s memory.”
Her eyes darted between us, a mixture of fear and uncertainty. "You don't understand. I signed an NDA, a nondisclosure agreement. I can't talk about what happened there."
"An NDA?" Steve asked, stepping forward, his voice calm but insistent. "That's not standard."
Dana laughed bitterly. "Nothing was standard about it."
I removed my hand from the door, showing her I wasn't going to force my way in. "I just want to know what happened to my wife. The official story doesn't add up."
She hesitated, conflict visible on her face. Finally, she sighed. "Five minutes. That's it."
She led us into a small living room with a gray couch and bookshelves packed with medical texts and paperback mysteries. We sat while she remained standing, arms crossed.
"Five minutes," Dana repeated, her eyes darting to the window before settling back on us. "That's all I can give you."
I leaned forward. "I appreciate that. I want to understand what happened to my wife."
Dana's shoulders tensed. "I'm sorry about Laura. She was a brilliant surgeon. Everyone at the psych unit respected her. Everyone knew who she was." Dana shifted her weight, still standing. "Look, I don't know what you think I can tell you."
“You were working in the psych ward while Laura was a patient,” Steve said, keeping his voice even. "We heard there might have been some issues with the staff."
Dana's expression changed, a flash of recognition followed by something darker. "Who told you that?"
"Does it matter?" I asked.
She crossed her arms tighter. "There were... inappropriate behaviors. That's all I can say."
"Inappropriate how?" I pressed.
Dana glanced at her phone on the coffee table, then back at us. "I signed an NDA. I could lose everything if they find out I'm talking to you."
"They?" Steve asked. "The hospital administration?"
She shook her head. "Not just them."
I felt my pulse quicken. "Dana, please. My wife is dead. I need to know what happened."
She took a deep breath. "There was an aide. He was… I'm not sure how to say this… too interested in certain patients. Especially your wife."
"Too interested?" I repeated, my stomach tightening.
"I found him in her room when he wasn't assigned to her. More than once. Late at night." She paused, struggling with how much to say. “The last time, he was talking with her, like they were close.
My hands clenched involuntarily, my knuckles white with tension. "Did you report it?" I asked, my voice barely controlled.
"Of course, I did," she responded, her voice rising slightly with a mix of indignation and fear. "I went straight to my supervisor. The next day, the aide was gone. I was told never to say anything to anyone about it. They put the NDA in front of me and said I could either leave quietly or be terminated."
"They fired you for reporting him?" Steve asked, his disbelief evident in his tone.
"I decided to leave," she corrected, her expression hardening. "With an NDA and a severance package that I couldn't afford to turn down. They were very clear that discussing 'internal matters' would violate the agreement and result in severe consequences."
"That's not standard procedure," I said, shaking my head. "Nothing about this is standard."
"Like I said, nothing about this was standard," Dana echoed, her eyes darting to her phone again. "I've already said too much."
"Did Laura ever say anything to this aide?" I asked, desperation creeping into my voice. "Anything about me or our daughter?"
"Mr. Hanson, I…," Dana hesitated, glancing around the room as if searching for an escape. "You know how she was. Nothing she said…"
"I know, Dana," I said, "but I need to know what happened between them."
"She wasn't very communicative with most of the staff. But with him... sometimes she would mutter things. I heard her once, when she thought no one was around. She was saying 'he killed her' repeatedly."
The words felt like a physical blow, knocking the breath from my lungs. I struggled to maintain my composure.
"And this aide heard her?" Steve asked, leaning forward.
Dana nodded, her expression troubled. "She was telling that to him. He spent a lot of time with her, listening to her. More than he should have."
"Do you think he believed her?" I asked.
"I don't know what he believed," Dana said, her eyes distant. "But he was fixated on her. Like he thought he was protecting her somehow."
I stood up slowly, my mind racing with possibilities. "I need his name, Dana. Please."
Dana stepped back, shaking her head. "I can't. You need to leave now."
"Dana," Steve said, trying to calm her, "if you're afraid of this person…"
"You don't understand," she cut in, her voice trembling. "It's not just my job. I think he's been watching my house. I've seen a car parked across the street some nights. An old model of something. The same car that used to be in the hospital lot."
"We can help you," I said. "But I need to know who he is."
She hesitated. I could tell she wanted to help, but she was wrestling with the fears she had built up for her safety.
"Tim something," she finally whispered. "I reported what I saw to my supervisor. I did my job. Now I need you both to leave."
She moved to the door and opened it, her hands shivering. "I'm sorry about your wife. I truly am. But I can't help you anymore."
Steve and I exchanged glances, knowing that pushing harder wouldn't get us anywhere. Her fear was palpable, and it was clear she had already risked too much by talking to us.
"Thank you for your time," I said as we walked to the door, my heart heavy with frustration and sorrow. "If you change your mind, or if you feel unsafe..." I handed her my card, which had my cell number on it.
She took it reluctantly, her fingers trembling. "The hospital administration knows more than they're saying. That's where you should be looking."
We stepped outside, and she closed the door firmly behind us. I heard the lock click, the sound echoing in the quiet street. We walked back to the car in silence, the weight of the conversation pressing down on us.
As we reached the car, I glanced back at Dana's house. The curtain in the front window twitched slightly, then fell back into place. She was watching us leave, probably wondering if she'd said too much. Or if he was watching, too.
"She's terrified," Steve said.
I nodded, staring at Dana's house. "Not of the hospital. Of him. Whoever he is."
"An aide who got too close to Laura, heard her accusations, and believed them." Steve drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. "That's still not much to go on."
"It's more than we had this morning," I said. "And it gives us leverage with Hufsmith."
"You think he'll talk now?"
"I think he'll have to." I pulled out my phone. "Let's find out what the hospital is hiding."
###
I felt a strong sense of déjà vu as Steve and I walked through the familiar corridors of the Homicide Division. The fluorescent lights hummed overhead, casting the same sterile glow. Officers nodded in recognition as we passed, some offering condolences.
"Hanson," a voice called from behind us. "Didn't expect to see you back here."
I turned to see Detective Reynolds approaching, his weathered face showing genuine concern.
"Reynolds," I nodded. "Just dropping by to see the Captain."
Reynolds shifted uncomfortably. "Listen, I wanted to say... about what I said before, about the homeless. It was out of line. I'm sorry about that."
I waved it off, though the memory still stung.
"We've only had that one homeless killing that happened right after you left. But nothing since then," Reynolds added, glancing between Steve and me. "It's like whoever was doing it just... stopped."
I froze, just slightly. “Since I left the city?” I repeated.
He nodded. “Yeah. Whoever it was… they stopped.”
A flicker ran down my spine. The stabbing in Port Helen had felt too random. Too close. Not a coincidence. A relocation.
"That's something, I guess," I answered. There was something there, just a flicker of a connection. No senseless homeless killings since I left the force. Yet, a mindless killing at the place I went.
I glanced at Steve, wondering if he'd made the same connection. His face remained impassive, but I caught the slight tightening around his eyes, the look he got when pieces were starting to fit together in ways he didn't like.
Steve cleared his throat. "We need to see the Captain. Is he in?"
Reynolds nodded. "Yeah, he's in his office. Been in a mood all day, though. Fair warning." He hesitated, then added, "Good to see you, Hanson. I mean that. And I'm sorry about Laura."
I managed a tight nod before continuing down the hallway with Steve.
Captain Winters' office looked exactly as I remembered; organized chaos. Files stacked in precise piles, the ancient desk lamp casting shadows across case notes, and the smell of coffee that seemed embedded in the walls.
Winters looked up as we entered, his furrowed brow deepening when he recognized me. He stood, extending a hand across the desk.
"Hanson. Wasn't expecting to see you." His grip was firm, his eyes searching my face. "I've been keeping tabs on your situation over in Port Helen. The Sheriff in Clallam County called me this morning and brought me up to date. I'm sorry about Charlie. He's going to be okay?"
"Yes, sir," I replied. "A deep knife wound, but he'll be back in shape soon. There's a lot of squirrel chasing he has to do."
"What brings you two here?" Winters asked, gesturing for us to sit. "Brady, I thought you were on vacation."
Steve leaned forward. "We need your help, Captain. It's about the Psychiatric Hospital and Dr. Hufsmith."
Winters' expression turned curious. "The place where Laura was before they moved her back to the ICU? What about it?"
I leaned forward in my chair. "We talked to Dana Carlisle today. She was a nurse at the psychiatric ward when Laura was there."
"And?" Winters asked, his attention focused now.
"She was dismissed with a severance package right after Laura was transferred back to the ICU," Steve said. "With an NDA."
Winters' eyebrows shot up. "A Non-Disclosure Agreement for a nurse? Their HR doesn't do that. It can't be official."
"Exactly," I said. "Dana told us she reported an aide who was behaving inappropriately with Laura. She found him in Laura's room twice when he wasn't assigned to her. Late at night."
"What kind of inappropriate?" Winters asked, his voice taking on an edge.
"According to her, he was leaning over her, conversing with her as if they had some relationship. And Laura was mumbling things to him. Dana said she overheard her once, muttering 'he killed her' over and over."
Winters sat back in his chair, his expression darkening. His fingers drummed once on the edge of the desk, then stopped. “And this aide, he was allowed to stay in there with her?”
“Yes,” I said. “He didn’t back away. He listened.”
Steve nodded. “According to Dana, he spent a lot of time listening to her."
"The day after Dana reported him, he was gone," I continued. "And a few days later, so was she, with a severance package she couldn't afford to turn down and an NDA that prevents her from discussing anything to anyone about Laura or the aide."
"I can almost guarantee that's a made-up NDA. I wonder how they got a severance package out of the administration without a meeting," Winters said.
Steve agreed. "And Dana is terrified. She thinks the aide has been watching her house."
Winters' face hardened. "Did she give you his name?"
I shook my head. "All she would say is 'Tim.' She was too scared. Said it wasn't just her job at risk."
"Before we saw Dana, we tried to meet with Hufsmith," Steve added. "He's the head of the psychiatric ward. He refused to meet with us."
"Refused?" Winters' voice rose slightly.
I nodded. "Said there was no investigation because there was nothing to investigate. Told us to go through legal channels if we wanted to pursue a formal complaint."
Winters stood up, pacing behind his desk. "That's bullshit. We're talking about potential patient abuse, improper staffing, suspicious terminations, and probably misappropriation of funds. And he's stonewalling you?" He stopped, turning to face us. "Especially when it involves Laura."
"That's right," I said.
Winters slammed his palm on the desk, angry. "No one blocks information about one of our own. No one." He took a deep breath, visibly collecting himself.
"I'll make some calls tonight," he continued. "I've got contacts at the hospital. By morning, I'll have the answers from Hufsmith and I'll have a name for this mysterious aide."
"Thank you, Captain," I whispered. The gratitude felt hollow, inadequate against my mounting suspicion.
Winters' expression softened slightly. "Tomorrow is Laura's funeral. You focus on that, Hanson. Most of this division will be there to support you." He looked at Steve. "Brady, you stick with him. I'll meet with both of you after the service."
Steve nodded. "Yes, sir."
"And Hanson," Winters added as we stood to leave, "stay at Brady's tonight. Don't go back to your place alone. Don't go anywhere alone. Just a precaution."
The implication hung in the air. If someone were watching Dana, they might also be watching me.
"Yes, sir," I replied, feeling the weight of the day ahead pressing down on me.
As I glanced at Steve, I could see the concern etched into his features. Staying at Brady's was a necessity, a precaution, not just for my safety but for my sanity.
I hadn’t written the eulogy yet. I didn’t know where to start. Maybe on the day Amy was born. Or maybe with the moment Laura stopped looking at me like I was her husband.







CHAPTER TWENTY

I sat on Steve's leather couch, shoes off, trying to be calm. The eulogy lay on the coffee table, meaningless black scratches on white paper that couldn't come close to saying anything about what Laura had been to me. What we'd been together.
The unwanted thoughts arose from somewhere deep, the way the worst thoughts always do, slipping through the cracks of reality when I'm exhausted. The kind of bone-deep exhaustion that sleep can't fix.
Steve's footsteps approached from the kitchen. He appeared with a bottle of Southern Comfort in one hand, two tumblers in the other.
"You look like hell," he said, pouring two fingers into each glass.
I almost smiled. Almost. "I'm just thankful that I'll never look as bad as you."
The liquor burned going down, a sensation I welcomed. The pain was straightforward and honest, unlike the other kind.
"Talked to the vet in Port Helen," Steve said, settling into the armchair across from me. "Charlie's doing better. Lynn will pick him up tomorrow."
I nodded, picturing my dog in a cage, confused and hurting. Another member of my family I'd failed to protect.
"Dr. Whitman called while you were in the shower," I said. "She's got everything arranged for tomorrow. Flowers, program, all of it."
"Laura's colleague? The redhead?"
"Yeah. She picked up the dress from the house, too. Took it to the funeral home. Said the place was exactly how I left it."
The silence stretched between us, comfortable but heavy with everything unsaid. Outside, Seattle's rain tapped against the windows like little fingers, like Amy's fingers when she was excited about something.
"Daddy, Daddy, look what I made!"
I closed my eyes, trying to block the memory.
"I still can't believe someone was in there with her," I said finally, the words escaping before I could stop them. My voice sounded strange to my ears, hollow and distant. "Touching her when she couldn't consent. When she was..."
I couldn't finish. The image was too much, Laura in that hospital bed, trapped in her broken mind while some stranger put his hands on her. The rage that rose in me was sudden and violent, threatening to drown rational thought.
Steve leaned forward, his face serious. "We're going to find this guy, Jeff. Winters has his contacts working on it."
"I should have been there more." The guilt was a dark shadow, taking away any light that was left. "I was hiding out in Port Helen while some stranger was in her room at night."
"Don't do that to yourself." Steve's voice had the firm edge he used on suspects who were being difficult. "You needed time after Amy. And Laura wasn't..." He trailed off, not wanting to say what we both knew, that Laura wasn't the Laura I loved.
The truth of it cut deeper than any knife. The Laura I loved had died the day of the accident. What remained was a shadow, a cruel reminder of what I'd lost. And now I'd lost even that.
Gone. All of it gone.
"Whitman said she's sending lilies from the surgical staff," I said. "She thinks Laura would have wanted them."
Then, wanting to change the subject, "What about the house? You think I should sell it?"
Other people living where Laura and I had created our life together made my stomach twist into knots. I could still hear Amy's laughter echoing down the hallway, and I could still see Laura's reading glasses left on the kitchen counter. But an empty house full of ghosts and memories seemed somehow worse.
Steve shrugged, swirling the amber liquid in his glass. "No rush. Market's decent, but you've got options." He leaned back in his chair, his face softening with understanding. "You could rent it out for a while, keep your options open. Maybe talk to a realtor about it when you're ready, someone who can give you the facts without the pressure. Who knows, maybe someday you might want to move back to Seattle."
The mention of moving back triggered something in my detective's brain, the kind of connection that comes at three in the morning when I'm staring at crime scene photos.
"You remember what Winters always says when we have a meeting about a major unsolved case," I said.
Steve nodded. "The pieces to the puzzle are there. You just have to see the pattern."
"You thought it, too, when Reynolds said something about the homeless killings. We may have found another piece of the puzzle." I took another sip of Southern Comfort, letting the burn clear my head. "Henry Talbot behind that diner in Port Helen. Blunt force trauma and a stab wound. Clean work, Steve. The kind of work done by someone who's had a lot of practice."
Steve's expression shifted, the way it does when we're working a case and something clicks. "Like the homeless killings. Knife work. Nothing stolen. Just a pleasure killing."
"Maybe the perp followed me into Port Helen. Maybe it's the same guy."
"But why you?" Steve asked. "Why would …"
I think it hit us both at the same time. The notes about "Killer," the knife in the teddy bear, Laura's name on the paper in the jacket pocket, all came together like the tiny pieces of a thousand-piece puzzle.
"Dana said this aide thought he had some kind of relationship with Laura," Steve stated. "Laura convinced him that you killed Amy. He's out for revenge."
"You thinking what I'm thinking?" Steve asked, his voice low.
"That maybe our friendly neighborhood aide isn't just a pervert?" The drink made me bold, or maybe it was the rage I'd been suppressing. "That maybe Port Helen's troubles started right around the time Laura got transferred out of the psych unit?"
"It's a stretch," Steve said, but I could see his mind working. Ten years of partnership means you learn to read each other's thoughts.
"Is it, though?" I stood up and started pacing. The detective in me was fully awake now, pushing through the fog of grief. "Someone's been watching. Testing. That meatloaf guy Sherri talked about at the diner, what if he was checking out Henry before killing him? Another senseless pleasure death."
"And now we find out there's someone at the hospital who likes to touch helpless patients." Steve was following my logic. "Someone who had access to Laura. Who might have heard things when she was semi-conscious? Who bought into her mumblings?"
My phone rang, cutting through the moment. Lynn's name flashed on the screen.
"Hey," I answered, putting it on speaker.
"Hi Jeff." Her voice was warm, concerned. "Just checking in. How are you holding up?"
"I'm..." What was the honest answer? I'm drowning. I'm barely here.
Instead, I said, "I'm getting through it."
"I wish I could be there tomorrow."
"I know," I said. "I'll be back tomorrow afternoon, I hope. We've got some good ideas about who killed Henry."
"Want to share them with me now?"
"Nothing concrete yet, but we might have something stronger after the funeral."
The line went quiet for a moment. "Any leads on that hospital aide?"
"That's what we're working on. Winters is getting some answers for us."
Steve leaned toward the phone. "Hey, Lynn, how's Daisy doing without her buddy?"
"Missing him. Keeps looking for Charlie around the house." She paused. "Jeff, the Sheriff said no luck on the prints on the teddy bear knife. It was clean. Same with the house, just the three of us."
"Figured as much," I answered, rubbing my tired eyes. "And nothing out of line today, right? No suspicious characters lurking around town?"
"Someone parked his boat in the middle of the street so he could eat lunch at the diner," she laughed. "The county wildlife officer caught someone fishing with an expired license. Oh, and Mrs. Donovan called to report her neighbor's wind chimes were 'suspiciously loud. The crime wave continues in full force."
"That's exactly the kind of crime wave I can handle right now," I said, feeling a ghost of a smile tug at my lips for the first time in what felt like forever. The mundane problems of small-town life suddenly seemed precious, a reminder of normalcy that existed somewhere, yet remained elusive.
"Then come home, Jeff," Lynn said softly, her voice carrying a warmth that reached through the phone. "Let's catch the bad guy and get back to the quiet. Charlie will be here tomorrow. He'll be curled up beside Maple. They both miss you," she paused, then added, "And I miss you."
I glanced at Steve, who raised an eyebrow and a slight smile.
"Tomorrow," I said. "I'll be there tomorrow."
After we hung up, I stared at the eulogy again. Tomorrow, I'll say goodbye to Laura and put her in the ground next to our daughter. The finality of it pressed down on me like a physical weight.
"You should get some sleep," Steve said, standing. "Big day tomorrow."
I nodded, but didn't move. "Steve... if we found out that the guy who killed the homeless people is the same one who followed me into Port Helen and is the aide that was with Laura …"
He sighed, placing his empty glass on the table. "Then we track him down, put cuffs on him, and let the courts handle it. But first, we get through tomorrow."
I folded the eulogy and slipped it into my jacket pocket. Tomorrow, I will honor Laura and remember our life together. And then I would find answers.
Because that's what detectives do, even when their own life is shattered beyond recognition.








CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

A heavy mist enveloped Seattle as we drove into Evergreen Cemetery, the world outside muted and distant. Steve navigated the winding path, while I sat in the passenger seat, my knuckles white against the seatbelt, a fragile lifeline connecting me to the present.
As we stepped out into the cool air, the dampness curled around me, seeping into my clothes, my skin, trying to drain my last sense of warmth. People gathered near the canopy, carrying black umbrellas that bobbed like crows against the gray landscape. Familiar faces stood close to the grave. People from the hospital, Dr. Whitman's wild red hair stark against the gray, nurses who had worked long, grueling shifts alongside Laura. There were cops in suits and uniforms. Captain Winters, Reynolds, and others from Homicide stood together.
And then, there was her brother, Tom, standing apart, shoulders hunched against a coldness unrelated to the weather. He looked lost, a stranger in a city that felt so far from New York.
Reaching out for his hand, I said, "It's been almost ten years since I've seen you, Tom. You came to our wedding. I didn't know if you'd make it."
He nodded, looking at the ground. "Time flies, you know? I just…"
I hugged him. Laura's little brother, all grown, busy in his world. "I know, Tom. She would be so happy knowing you're here. I'm glad you made it."
We walked past Amy’s grave, and my breath stopped. The flowers, bright blooms of color splashed against the cold gray of her headstone, were a painful reminder that life continued to go on.
"Are you okay?" Steve’s voice was a low murmur, concern etched across his face.
I nodded, my throat tight. No point in voicing the truth. I wasn’t okay. I was shattered.
The priest stood beneath the canopy, his collar white and stark against the dark of his robes, a living contradiction of life and death. Laura would have hated this; she would have scoffed at the idea of such a ceremony. She would have wanted this simple, like our wedding on the beach, no shoes, a Justice of the Peace, a few close friends, just love and laughter.
But love and laughter were ghosts now. The dinner parties, our passionate love, were memories of a life that felt like it belonged to someone else.
The service began, and the priest’s words rising and falling in rhythm as they washed over me. I could hear the cadence of his voice, but the meaning behind his phrases felt distant. I heard snippets of what Dr. Whitman had to say about Laura, the dedication, the endless hours, and her calm demeanor in the face of chaos. I couldn’t help but think she was talking about someone who had died a long time ago.
Tom stepped up next, his voice thick with emotion. He painted a picture of Laura as a determined child, relentless in her pursuit of her dreams, and I was pulled back in time, to laughter shared, to her infectious smile.
Then it was my turn.
I could feel the weight of a hundred pairs of eyes on me as I walked to the podium, the folded paper in my pocket, feeling like a lead weight. The world around me blurred, and it was just me and Laura now, the past stretching before us like an open wound.
"Laura loved rainy days," I began, my voice cracking slightly. "She said they were perfect for three things: reading, making soup, and being in love. We did all three, often at the same time."
A few people sniffed in the crowd, a ripple of shared grief that wrapped around me like a blanket, but I pressed on, fighting against the tide of emotion rising within me.
"She was the strongest person I knew, not only in the operating room where many of you knew her, but at home, where she taught our daughter that being brave meant being scared but doing the right thing."
My throat tightened as Amy’s laugh echoed in my mind, her little hands reaching for Laura, always feeling safe in her mother's arms.
“To those of us who knew her, Tom, you at the hospital who worked with her, her friends, and the officers here from the police department, Laura was a continual ray of happiness, of pure sunshine. She loved laughter.”
As I spoke these words, I could feel tears spilling down my cheeks, hot tracks in the chill of the air. I blinked, pushing on through the fog of pain, the memories crashing over me like waves.
"Let the sound of her laughter be your memory when you think of her." I continued. "Know that she loved, and was loved in return."
I looked at the wedding ring on my finger, remembering the moment she slipped it on, gently holding my hand in hers. The final words caught in my throat, ready to escape, but something caught my eye in the distance.
A figure, tall and heavy-set, stood just beyond the gathered crowd. He was cloaked in a long, black coat, his hood pulled up, his face almost shrouded in shadow. It seemed wrong, as if he belonged in a different story, one far darker than the farewell unfolding in front of me.
This man watched. And somehow I knew he wasn’t here to mourn.
The thought gripped me, a coil of ice curling around my heart. I walked away, back to the chair, barely hearing the priest reciting the final prayers. With a silent instinct, I nudged Steve.
"Do you see that guy?" I whispered.
Steve turned, his posture tightening. “I missed it. What guy?”
But when I glanced back, the figure was gone. Like smoke dissipating in the wind, swallowed by the shadows. A chill ran down my spine.
My breath caught as I watched people move toward me, a blur of black coats and umbrellas blurring together. Hands gripped mine, voices from people I didn't know asking if they could do anything to help.
"She's in a better place …"
"She's with her daughter now …"
And the endless, "I'm so sorry."
I glanced once more at Laura’s casket, the polished wood reflecting the muted gray light, and it hit me that the figure hadn't simply disappeared. He had vanished without leaving a trace, much like everything else that once felt certain in my life. The love, the joy, the family, my entire existence - now gone.
As I walked away, I knew I would leave Laura's body here, beside our daughter, and I would carry her memory, her laughter, the life we had created together for the rest of my days. But I wouldn’t find peace until I found out what that figure had to do with my world.







CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

The cemetery emptied. People gathered in small groups, walking towards their cars. Black umbrellas bobbed away through the mist, leaving behind only the scent of wet earth and flowers. I stood by Laura's casket, unable to move, watching as the last mourners trickled away.
"Jeff."
I turned to find Captain Winters approaching, his broad shoulders hunched against the rain. Reynolds trailed behind him, along with Martinez and Dougherty from Homicide. Their faces were solemn, but their eyes held a look of something else. Purpose. Focus.
They formed a semicircle around Steve and me, a wall of blue suits and rain-spotted overcoats as we stood together under the tent.
"Damn fine service," Reynolds said, his gruff voice gentler than usual. "Laura would've approved. Short and to the point."
"Thanks," I managed, my voice sounding strange in my ears. "She hated long goodbyes."
Martinez, a stocky detective with twenty years on the force, cleared his throat. "That stuff about the rainy days, about reading, soup, and falling in love, that got me." He looked embarrassed by the admission. "My wife does the same thing. Makes this potato soup whenever it rains."
I almost smiled. Almost. The camaraderie felt both foreign and familiar, like returning to a childhood home.
"Steve says you spotted someone," Winters said, cutting to the core. His eyes, always sharp, seemed to bore into mine. "Beyond the crowd."
"Yeah." I glanced toward where the figure had stood. "Far back. Tall guy. Heavy-set. Black coat with a hood pulled way down, like he was covering his face."
"I didn't see him," Steve added. "Wish I had. We could have brought him in, questioned him."
Winters and Reynolds exchanged a look I couldn't interpret.
"We've got a name," Winters said, reaching into his inside pocket. He pulled out a photograph, slightly creased at the corners. "Timothy Varrick. Twenty-six years old. Worked as an aide at the psych unit until the day before Laura was transferred."
He handed me the photo. The face staring back at me was the same one I had seen moments earlier. Broad, with deep-set eyes and a mouth set in what seemed like a permanent scowl. Something was unsettling about those eyes, a vacancy, or something worse. Something hungry.
I could feel my anger growing. I was looking at the face of a man who spent hours with my wife, doing who knows what in her room. Then he shows up here, at her funeral.
"That's him," I nodded. "That's who I saw."
Dougherty, the youngest of the group but sharp as a tack, leaned forward. "He's been in the system before. Assault and battery, criminal threats, resisting arrest. Real charmer."
"Not currently living at his apartment," Martinez added. "Landlord says he's two months behind on rent, hasn't seen him in weeks."
"Owns a '97 Ford Escort," Reynolds said. "Dark blue. We put out a BOLO to notify us if it's seen. If he's in the neighborhood, we'll find out where he's staying."
I stared at the photo, trying to reconcile this face with the shadowy figure who'd been watching Laura's funeral. With the notes left on my porch. With the knife in Charlie's side. He was there. Watching. While I said goodbye.
"Why?" The question escaped before I could stop it. "What's his connection to Laura?"
Winters sighed, his breath visible in the cold air. "According to Dr. Hufsmith, who, by the way, has been removed from the psych unit of the hospital, Varrick developed a fixation on Laura. Told Hufsmith he was the only one who could 'cure' her."
"Sick bastard," Steve muttered.
"Hufsmith was trying to protect his unit," Reynolds added, a note of satisfaction in his voice. "He knew he did wrong, hiring Varrick without going through HR."
"Get this," Reynolds added. "Varrick's father is the one who got the main mental health programs started at the hospital. Doctor Gregory Varrick."
"His picture's on the entry wall," said Martinez. "Huffsmith studied under him."
"So his son just walked in and got the job," said Winters. "The way things are headed for Hufsmith, he can kiss his medical license goodbye."
"But what about Varrick?" I asked, my fingers tightening on the photograph. "We can bring him in, right?"
The detectives exchanged glances again, and my stomach sank.
"Jeff, you know the problem," Martinez said. "We don't have enough to hold him. We could bring him in for questioning, but without solid evidence linking him to a crime..."
"We'd have to let him go," I finished, the words tasting bitter.
"For now," Winters added. "But that doesn't mean we're not on this, Jeff. Every cop in the state knows his face. Port Angeles PD, Clallam County Sheriff's Office, they're all briefed and ready to assist."
"We take care of our own," Dougherty said, his young face hardening with determination.
Reynolds nodded. "Always have, always will."
I looked at these men, standing in the rain at my wife's funeral, promising to help hunt down the man who might have been stalking us. The gratitude I felt was almost painful, a sharp contrast to the dull ache of grief.
"We're going to track him," Winters said, placing a heavy hand on my shoulder. "Then build a case that'll put him away for a long time. He might very well be the perp in the homeless murders."
"And the killing in Port Helen," I said, my voice steadier than I expected. "But I need to be part of this. I can't just sit in Port Helen and wait."
"Wouldn't expect you to," Winters replied. "You're still a detective, Hanson. One of my best."
"And," Steve added, "you've got an entire department behind you."
The rain fell harder, drumming against the canopy above Laura's casket.
"Let's get out of this rain," Winters said, but made no move to leave. Instead, he turned to the gathered detectives, his expression shifting from sympathy to something more complex. A focused commander.
"Alright, let's get moving on this. Martinez, Dougherty, I want you at Varrick's apartment within the hour. Talk to neighbors, the landlord, and anyone who may have seen him recently. Look for anything that connects him to Port Helen or Jeff."
Martinez nodded. "What about a warrant, Captain?"
"Already in process. Judge Callahan signed it earlier. I'll have a patrol unit bring it to you. It'll be waiting for you when you get there." Winters turned to Reynolds. "Reynolds, take Cooper with you to the psych ward. I want statements from every staff member who worked on that ward. Find out who saw what and why nobody spoke up except Dana Carlisle."
"On it," Reynolds said, then hesitated. "Jeff, for what it's worth... I should have listened when you were connecting those homeless killings. The timeline fits. They stopped when you left Seattle. I was wrong to dismiss it."
Steve glanced at me, a silent acknowledgment of our conversation the night before. The connection we'd already made between Henry's murder and the Seattle killings suddenly felt more real with the department backing our theory.
"We've pulled the files on the homeless cases," Winters added. "Same signature as your cook in Port Helen. Too clean to be coincidental."
"Timothy Varrick," I said, the name feeling strange on my tongue. "He's been busy."
Winters nodded. "But right now, we're just gathering information. We need evidence, solid evidence, before we can move on him."
"What about us?" Steve asked, gesturing between himself and me.
"You're still on vacation," Winters said. "But I want you both back in Port Helen. Keep your eyes open. If Varrick is centering on you, Jeff, he'll be there. We need to find something linking him to a crime."
I felt a flash of frustration. "He molested my wife. He probably killed people here. He killed a cook, stabbed my dog, and now he probably wants to kill me."
"That's how it works, Jeff. You know that." Winters' voice was firm but sympathetic. "Right now, all we have is a guy who got fired for inappropriate behavior and happened to be at a funeral. That's not enough for an arrest. But it is enough to start digging."
The other detectives nodded solemnly. They understood the frustration, we all did. It was the eternal dance of police work. You know who did it, but you can't prove it.
"We'll find something," Martinez assured me. "Guys like this, they get sloppy eventually. They leave traces."
Winters asked, "Port Helen PD, that's your sister, right, Brady?"
"Yep," Steve nodded. "Temporary Chief of Police."
"And Barlow says she's doing a damn fine job," Winters added. "They got him propped up in bed, grouchy as ever. Has an order for no visitors."
"I know," Steve replied. "I called, and they said if we came, they wouldn't let us in. The nurse said to be thankful for that."
"Everybody keep everybody else in the loop," he continued. "But quietly. We don't want to spook him."
Dougherty, the youngest detective, shifted uncomfortably. "Captain, what if he approaches Jeff? What then?"
"Then Jeff calls it in," Winters said firmly, looking directly at me. "No confrontations. No solo heroics. We do this by the book."
I nodded, though the agreement felt hollow. If Varrick appeared in front of me right now, I wasn't sure what I'd do. The rational detective part of me knew Winters was right. We needed evidence, not vengeance. But the husband and father in me wanted something else.
"We'll check in regularly," Steve promised, answering for both of us. He knew me too well.
"One more thing," Winters added. "This stays tight. No press, no leaks. The last thing we need is to spook Varrick into disappearing."
The detectives dispersed, their movements now marked by a new energy, despite the somber setting. Reynolds was already on his phone, arranging the hospital interviews. Martinez and Dougherty headed toward their car, discussing the apartment search.
"Let's go home," I said to Steve, turning away from the grave. "We've got a long drive back to Port Helen."
Steve stopped me. "Do you realize what you just said?"
"What?"
Steve put his arm around my shoulders, grinning. "Home. Think about that, partner. You called Port Helen your home."
I paused for a moment, then nodded. Port Helen was my life now, where I wanted to be. I looked back at Laura's casket. Laura was gone. Amy was gone. With this final farewell, I was laying to rest the remnants of my old life. It was time to step into the unknown, to find a new path from the shattered pieces I was leaving behind.
As we walked through the cemetery toward the parking lot, I couldn't shake the feeling that Timothy Varrick was still watching and waiting. The thought should have terrified me.
Instead, it gave me focus. Because now I knew his name. I'd seen his face. And even if we couldn't arrest him yet, we could find the evidence we needed. We could build the case.
Chapter Twenty-Two
The cemetery emptied. People gathered in small groups, walking towards their cars. Black umbrellas bobbed away through the mist, leaving behind only the scent of wet earth and flowers. I stood by Laura's casket, unable to move, watching as the last mourners trickled away.
"Jeff."
I turned to find Captain Winters approaching, his broad shoulders hunched against the rain. Reynolds trailed behind him, along with Martinez and Dougherty from Homicide. Their faces were solemn, but their eyes held a look of something else. Purpose. Focus.
They formed a semicircle around Steve and me, a wall of blue suits and rain-spotted overcoats as we stood together under the tent.
"Damn fine service," Reynolds said, his gruff voice gentler than usual. "Laura would've approved. Short and to the point."
"Thanks," I managed, my voice sounding strange in my ears. "She hated long goodbyes."
Martinez, a stocky detective with twenty years on the force, cleared his throat. "That stuff about the rainy days, about reading, soup, and falling in love, that got me." He looked embarrassed by the admission. "My wife does the same thing. Makes this potato soup whenever it rains."
I almost smiled. Almost. The camaraderie felt both foreign and familiar, like returning to a childhood home.
"Steve says you spotted someone," Winters said, cutting to the core. His eyes, always sharp, seemed to bore into mine. "Beyond the crowd."
"Yeah." I glanced toward where the figure had stood. "Far back. Tall guy. Heavy-set. Black coat with a hood pulled way down, like he was covering his face."
"I didn't see him," Steve added. "Wish I had. We could have brought him in, questioned him."
Winters and Reynolds exchanged a look I couldn't interpret.
"We've got a name," Winters said, reaching into his inside pocket. He pulled out a photograph, slightly creased at the corners. "Timothy Varrick. Twenty-six years old. Worked as an aide at the psych unit until the day before Laura was transferred."
He handed me the photo. The face staring back at me was the same one I had seen moments earlier. Broad, with deep-set eyes and a mouth set in what seemed like a permanent scowl. Something was unsettling about those eyes, a vacancy, or something worse. Something hungry.
I could feel my anger growing. I was looking at the face of a man who spent hours with my wife, doing who knows what in her room. Then he shows up here, at her funeral.
"That's him," I nodded. "That's who I saw."
Dougherty, the youngest of the group but sharp as a tack, leaned forward. "He's been in the system before. Assault and battery, criminal threats, resisting arrest. Real charmer."
"Not currently living at his apartment," Martinez added. "Landlord says he's two months behind on rent, hasn't seen him in weeks."
"Owns a '97 Ford Escort," Reynolds said. "Dark blue. We put out a BOLO to notify us if it's seen. If he's in the neighborhood, we'll find out where he's staying."
I stared at the photo, trying to reconcile this face with the shadowy figure who'd been watching Laura's funeral. With the notes left on my porch. With the knife in Charlie's side. He was there. Watching. While I said goodbye.
"Why?" The question escaped before I could stop it. "What's his connection to Laura?"
Winters sighed, his breath visible in the cold air. "According to Dr. Hufsmith, who, by the way, has been removed from the psych unit of the hospital, Varrick developed a fixation on Laura. Told Hufsmith he was the only one who could 'cure' her."
"Sick bastard," Steve muttered.
"Hufsmith was trying to protect his unit," Reynolds added, a note of satisfaction in his voice. "He knew he did wrong, hiring Varrick without going through HR."
"Get this," Reynolds added. "Varrick's father is the one who got the main mental health programs started at the hospital. Doctor Gregory Varrick."
"His picture's on the entry wall," said Martinez. "Huffsmith studied under him."
"So his son just walked in and got the job," said Winters. "The way things are headed for Hufsmith, he can kiss his medical license goodbye."
"But what about Varrick?" I asked, my fingers tightening on the photograph. "We can bring him in, right?"
The detectives exchanged glances again, and my stomach sank.
"Jeff, you know the problem," Martinez said. "We don't have enough to hold him. We could bring him in for questioning, but without solid evidence linking him to a crime..."
"We'd have to let him go," I finished, the words tasting bitter.
"For now," Winters added. "But that doesn't mean we're not on this, Jeff. Every cop in the state knows his face. Port Angeles PD, Clallam County Sheriff's Office, they're all briefed and ready to assist."
"We take care of our own," Dougherty said, his young face hardening with determination.
Reynolds nodded. "Always have, always will."
I looked at these men, standing in the rain at my wife's funeral, promising to help hunt down the man who might have been stalking us. The gratitude I felt was almost painful, a sharp contrast to the dull ache of grief.
"We're going to track him," Winters said, placing a heavy hand on my shoulder. "Then build a case that'll put him away for a long time. He might very well be the perp in the homeless murders."
"And the killing in Port Helen," I said, my voice steadier than I expected. "But I need to be part of this. I can't just sit in Port Helen and wait."
"Wouldn't expect you to," Winters replied. "You're still a detective, Hanson. One of my best."
"And," Steve added, "you've got an entire department behind you."
The rain fell harder, drumming against the canopy above Laura's casket.
"Let's get out of this rain," Winters said, but made no move to leave. Instead, he turned to the gathered detectives, his expression shifting from sympathy to something more complex. A focused commander.
"Alright, let's get moving on this. Martinez, Dougherty, I want you at Varrick's apartment within the hour. Talk to neighbors, the landlord, and anyone who may have seen him recently. Look for anything that connects him to Port Helen or Jeff."
Martinez nodded. "What about a warrant, Captain?"
"Already in process. Judge Callahan signed it earlier. I'll have a patrol unit bring it to you. It'll be waiting for you when you get there." Winters turned to Reynolds. "Reynolds, take Cooper with you to the psych ward. I want statements from every staff member who worked on that ward. Find out who saw what and why nobody spoke up except Dana Carlisle."
"On it," Reynolds said, then hesitated. "Jeff, for what it's worth... I should have listened when you were connecting those homeless killings. The timeline fits. They stopped when you left Seattle. I was wrong to dismiss it."
Steve glanced at me, a silent acknowledgment of our conversation the night before. The connection we'd already made between Henry's murder and the Seattle killings suddenly felt more real with the department backing our theory.
"We've pulled the files on the homeless cases," Winters added. "Same signature as your cook in Port Helen. Too clean to be coincidental."
"Timothy Varrick," I said, the name feeling strange on my tongue. "He's been busy."
Winters nodded. "But right now, we're just gathering information. We need evidence, solid evidence, before we can move on him."
"What about us?" Steve asked, gesturing between himself and me.
"You're still on vacation," Winters said. "But I want you both back in Port Helen. Keep your eyes open. If Varrick is centering on you, Jeff, he'll be there. We need to find something linking him to a crime."
I felt a flash of frustration. "He molested my wife. He probably killed people here. He killed a cook, stabbed my dog, and now he probably wants to kill me."
"That's how it works, Jeff. You know that." Winters' voice was firm but sympathetic. "Right now, all we have is a guy who got fired for inappropriate behavior and happened to be at a funeral. That's not enough for an arrest. But it is enough to start digging."
The other detectives nodded solemnly. They understood the frustration, we all did. It was the eternal dance of police work. You know who did it, but you can't prove it.
"We'll find something," Martinez assured me. "Guys like this, they get sloppy eventually. They leave traces."
Winters asked, "Port Helen PD, that's your sister, right, Brady?"
"Yep," Steve nodded. "Temporary Chief of Police."
"And Barlow says she's doing a damn fine job," Winters added. "They got him propped up in bed, grouchy as ever. Has an order for no visitors."
"I know," Steve replied. "I called, and they said if we came, they wouldn't let us in. The nurse said to be thankful for that."
"Everybody keep everybody else in the loop," he continued. "But quietly. We don't want to spook him."
Dougherty, the youngest detective, shifted uncomfortably. "Captain, what if he approaches Jeff? What then?"
"Then Jeff calls it in," Winters said firmly, looking directly at me. "No confrontations. No solo heroics. We do this by the book."
I nodded, though the agreement felt hollow. If Varrick appeared in front of me right now, I wasn't sure what I'd do. The rational detective part of me knew Winters was right. We needed evidence, not vengeance. But the husband and father in me wanted something else.
"We'll check in regularly," Steve promised, answering for both of us. He knew me too well.
"One more thing," Winters added. "This stays tight. No press, no leaks. The last thing we need is to spook Varrick into disappearing."
The detectives dispersed, their movements now marked by a new energy, despite the somber setting. Reynolds was already on his phone, arranging the hospital interviews. Martinez and Dougherty headed toward their car, discussing the apartment search.
"Let's go home," I said to Steve, turning away from the grave. "We've got a long drive back to Port Helen."
Steve stopped me. "Do you realize what you just said?"
"What?"
Steve put his arm around my shoulders, grinning. "Home. Think about that, partner. You called Port Helen your home."
I paused for a moment, then nodded. Port Helen was my life now, where I wanted to be. I looked back at Laura's casket. Laura was gone. Amy was gone. With this final farewell, I was laying to rest the remnants of my old life. It was time to step into the unknown, to find a new path from the shattered pieces I was leaving behind.
As we walked through the cemetery toward the parking lot, I couldn't shake the feeling that Timothy Varrick was still watching and waiting. The thought should have terrified me.
Instead, it gave me focus. Because now I knew his name. I'd seen his face. And even if we couldn't arrest him yet, we could find the evidence we needed. We could build the case.







CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

The ferry cut through the slate-gray waters of Puget Sound, trailing a foamy wake behind it like a long, white scar. I stood at the railing, watching Seattle's skyline diminish behind the heavy clouds. The afternoon had turned cold, with a wind that carried the promise of more rain.
Steve appeared beside me, two paper cups of coffee in his hands. He passed one to me without a word. The warmth seeped through the cup into my palms.
"Hell of a day," he said. "I called Lynn, brought her up-to-date. Told her about our suspicions. She agrees."
I nodded, not trusting my voice just yet. We stood there, drinking coffee that tasted like it had been sitting on the burner since morning, watching the city fade into the mist.
"Reynolds called," Steve said after a while. "They found something in Varrick's apartment."
"What kind of something?"
"Newspaper clippings about the homeless killings. And a map with Port Helen circled." He took a sip of his coffee, grimaced. "Winters says they're still processing evidence."
A map with Port Helen circled. It wasn’t paranoia or coincidence. It was deliberate. Varrick hadn’t just stumbled into our lives. He’d drawn a target around it.
"So we were right. He followed me there."
"Looks that way." Steve crushed his empty cup, tossed it into a nearby trash bin. "But we still don't have enough for an arrest. Not yet."
The ferry's horn blasted, startling a flock of seagulls into panicked flight. They wheeled above us, screeching their indignation, before settling back onto the top deck.
"You ready to head back to the car?" Steve asked. "We'll be docking soon."
I took one last look behind us. Seattle was now just a smudge on the horizon. Somewhere in that smudge was the hospital where Laura saved lives and the corner bakery where she used to meet me between shifts. The city where Amy was born. Where Laura and I had built our life together. That life slowly disappearing in the wake of the ferry. Home, my new home, now just a few hours ahead.
"Yeah," I said. "Let's go."
As we walked back toward the car deck, I couldn’t shake the feeling we weren’t heading home alone.
###
The drive through the small coastal towns felt like rewinding a tape. The same winding roads, the same faded billboards and weathered storefronts I'd passed on my way to Port Helen the first time. But everything looked different now. I wasn't running away anymore. I was heading toward something. Not a case. Not even closure. Something quieter. Something I hadn’t let myself believe in for a long time.
"Lynn called while you were getting gas," Steve said, breaking a comfortable silence. "Wanted to know when we'd be back. Said Charlie's been expecting you to walk through the door any minute."
I felt a slight smile tug at my lips. "Poor old guy. Probably thinks I abandoned him."
"Nah. Dogs know better than that." Steve adjusted the radio, finding a classic rock station.
I nodded, picturing Lynn with Charlie and Daisy on the beach, her auburn hair whipping in the wind. "Your sister's been good to us both."
Steve shot me a sideways glance. "She's always had a soft spot for strays."
"That's what I am now? A stray?"
He chuckled. "We all are, in one way or another."
The highway curved along the coastline, revealing glimpses of the sound between stands of cedar and fir trees. Gray waves crashed against darker rocks, sending up plumes of white spray. On our left, the snow-capped Olympic Mountains, majestic beyond belief.
"You know," Steve said, "It'll feel good to get back to a small town after being in the city."
I smiled. "Where everybody knows your name? Yeah, it's quiet there. Calm. Most days."
"Until someone gets murdered behind the diner."
"There is that," I conceded.
We fell into silence again. I thought of Lynn, of the feeling I had when she was around. Comfortable. Relaxed.
"You think Varrick will show himself or just vanish?" Steve asked after a while.
"He'll make a move." I stared out the window, watching the trees blur past. "People like him can't help themselves."
"Well, when he does, we'll be ready."
I thought about the notes. The stabbed teddy bear. Henry Talbot's body behind the diner. The calculated cruelty of it all.
"He's had time to plan," I said. "To watch. He knows who we are and where we are. We're walking into his game."
"Then we change the rules," Steve said. "Make him play our game instead."
The highway sign for Port Helen appeared, weather-beaten and faded. Five miles. Soon, I'd see Charlie again. And Lynn. The thought brought a complicated mix of emotions I wasn't ready to sort through.
"Almost there," Steve said, slowing as we approached the town limits. "You good?"
I nodded, watching the familiar streets appear: the diner where Henry had worked, the small police station where Lynn would be waiting, the beach where I'd walked with Charlie on countless sleepless nights.
"Yeah," I said. "I'm good. And yes, it does feel like coming home."
The Port Helen Police Station looked exactly as I'd left it. Small, weathered, stubbornly practical. Like everything else in this town, it wore its age without apology. Steve pulled into the gravel lot, tires crunching on small stones.
"Yeah. Home sweet home," he said, killing the engine.
I didn't answer. My eyes were fixed on the station's front window, where Lynn stood framed in the glass, her auburn hair pulled back, watching our arrival with a stillness that reminded me of a deer at the edge of a forest. Even from here, I could see the shadows under her eyes.
"She probably hasn't slept much," Steve said, following my gaze. "Not since Charlie got hurt."
The words hit me. Charlie. My dog. My friend. Stabbed by a man who'd meant the knife for me.
"Come on," Steve said, opening his door. "They're waiting."
The station door opened before we reached it. Lynn stepped out, one hand braced against the frame. For a moment, nobody spoke. The late afternoon sun caught in her hair, turning the edges copper.
"Hey," she said finally.
"Hey, yourself," I replied.
Our eyes met, and a thousand words passed between us. More than friendship, more than caring. We held our gaze for a moment. She nodded, then opened the door and stepped aside.
"Charlie's inside," she said. "He heard your car."
The station was quiet when we entered, most of the desks empty. A fluorescent light buzzed overhead, and there, lying on a makeshift bed of blankets behind the dispatcher's desk, was Charlie.
His tail thumped weakly against the floor when he saw me. White bandages wrapped his torso, stark against his black fur. He tried to stand, whimpering with the effort.
"Easy, boy," I said, my voice breaking. I knelt beside him, my hands gentle on his head. "Easy."
Charlie's tongue lapped at my fingers, his eyes bright with recognition and joy. I felt something crack inside me, some final wall of composure I'd been maintaining since the funeral.
"He's doing better," Lynn said from behind me. "Vet says the knife missed anything vital. He lost blood, but he's tough."
I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. Charlie's fur was warm beneath my palm. Alive. Here.
"The guys from the Sheriff's Department helped me clean up the house," Lynn continued, her voice matter-of-fact. "Changed the locks, too. And they left some wireless security cameras and motion detectors. We can install them tonight."
I looked up at her then. She stood with her arms crossed, looking professional and contained. But her eyes gave her away, soft with concern, dark with something fiercer.
A silence stretched between us, filled with things neither of us was ready to name.
Steve cleared his throat. "I'm gonna check in with Port Angeles, see if there's been any sightings of our guy." He disappeared into the back office, leaving Lynn and me alone with Charlie.
"How was the funeral?" she asked after a moment, sitting in the chair across from me.
"It was a funeral." I stroked Charlie's ear, focusing on the silky texture. "Rain. Flowers. People saying how sorry they were."
Lynn nodded, not pushing for more. That was one of the things I appreciated about her: she didn't fill silences with empty words.
"Varrick was there," I said. "Watching from a distance."
Her posture changed instantly, spine straightening, eyes sharpening. "Steve told me. I can't believe he would show up at her funeral, knowing you would be there."
"That might be why he showed up, to take a good look at his enemy. He thinks I killed Amy, probably thinks I killed Laura, and now he wants to kill me."
"That's what we figured," she muttered. "He's been tracking you all along."
"Looks that way."
Charlie shifted against me, his breathing slow and steady. I examined his bandages, pristine and professionally wrapped.
"You did this?" I asked, gesturing to the dressings.
"Changed them this morning." A small smile touched her lips. "He's not the most cooperative patient. Tried to chew them off twice."
I could picture it, Lynn on the floor of the station, wrapping bandages while Charlie squirmed and tried to get away.
"The house was pretty bad," she said, her voice neutral. "A lot of blood."
I nodded, not wanting to hear the details but needing to know. "Did Varrick take anything?"
"Not that I could tell. It wasn't a robbery, Jeff. It was another message." She leaned forward, elbows on her knees. "He wanted you to know he could get to you. He could take away what mattered to you."
Charlie whined, sensing the tension. I gentled my touch on his head.
"Well, he succeeded," I said.
Lynn's eyes met mine, steady and clear. "For now. But we know who he is now. That changes things."
"Not enough to arrest him."
"No. But enough to be ready when he makes his next move." She stood, adjusting her utility belt with practiced ease. "And he will make a move. He can't help himself."
Steve returned, a folder in his hand. "Nothing new from dispatch. No sightings of Varrick in town." He dropped the folder on the desk. "But I pulled everything we have on the Henry Talbot murder. Thought we could go through it again. Fresh eyes."
I nodded, grateful for the focus. "Did forensics ever come back on those notes? The ones left at the house?"
"Standard printer paper, available anywhere," Lynn said. "Marker was a Sharpie, also available anywhere. No prints."
"Professional," Steve commented.
"Or careful," I countered.
Lynn opened the folder, spreading crime scene photos across the desk. Henry Talbot's body, splayed out in the alley behind the diner. The kitchen where he'd worked. Witness statements from Sherri and the other staff.
"Something's bothering me about the timing," she said. "Henry was killed after I arrived in Port Helen. What did Talbot have to do with Varrick? What's the association?"
It was a good question. I thought about it, absently stroking Charlie's head.
"He was getting the lay of the land," Steve suggested. "Learning the town, the routines."
"The pressure to kill built up," I said. "He needed a release, and Talbot was an easy target."
Lynn looked up. "A release?"
"Killing someone is like a sexual release to them; it takes the pressure off. They're calm for a while, then it builds again." I gestured to the photos. "Talbot was just an opportunity, an easy kill. The notes. Charlie. They're all connected to me."
"He knew about Laura from working at the hospital," Lynn said. "But somehow he found your location. Was it from the hospital records?"
"And he got the job at the psych ward when Laura was transferred?" Steve added. "Something is missing, That's too much of a coincidence."
The three of us fell silent, contemplating the evidence spread before us. Outside, the afternoon light was fading, shadows lengthening across the floor. Charlie sighed in his sleep, trusting and vulnerable beside me.
"We should get you both home," Lynn said. "Charlie needs rest, and so do you."
I nodded, suddenly aware of the bone-deep weariness pressing down on me. The day had been exhausting. A long month. A long year.
"He's coming for you, Jeff," Lynn said, "so we'll be ready. You're not getting ten feet away from me."
"We'll stay at the house tonight," Steve said. "Set up the security system, and I'll take first watch."
"Port Angeles police will monitor the highway, watching for Varrick's car," Lynn added. "The Sheriff will have units scattered around, keeping watch. We'll take the patrol unit, and Mike will drive it back. Just your truck will be there. If Varrick comes during the night, he won't know we're there."
I wanted to protest, to say I didn't need protection. But Charlie's bandaged body and the memory of Laura's casket being lowered into the ground silenced those words before they formed.
Lynn's hand touched my shoulder briefly, a gesture so quick I might have imagined it. "We get through this together," she said.
Lynn’s hand lingered on my shoulder for a moment before she stepped away, her eyes still on mine. Behind us, the station creaked in the settling quiet, the kind of silence that always comes just before a storm. Charlie shifted beside me, his breathing soft but steady. I looked around the station and out of the window. Port Helen had become a shelter, a battlefield, and maybe it would be a home. But somewhere out there, past the trees, beyond the dark road curling into the woods, I knew Varrick was watching. Not done. Not finished. Just waiting.
And he wanted to bring my life to a close.







CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

We took Charlie home as dusk settled over Port Helen. The beach house looked the same from the outside, with the weathered cedar siding, expansive windows facing the ocean, and the small porch where I'd spent countless hours watching the waves. But knowing Varrick had been inside changed everything. The sanctuary had been violated.
Lynn opened the trunk and pulled out a duffel bag.
"Security system," she explained, hefting the bag. "And a few other things." Inside, the house smelled of cleaning products, bleach, pine, and some floral scent. Lynn had done her best to erase what had happened here, but my mind still filled in the blanks. Charlie's blood stains remained in a few spots on the floor, remnants of his struggle against a madman. Some of the cushions were new, replacing those he had torn up. The wood on the door frame didn't have the familiar weathered gray look.
"You okay?" Steve asked, watching me scan the living room.
"Yeah," I lied. "Just tired."
I carried Charlie up the stairs. He limped to his blanket in the corner, circling three times before settling with a heavy sigh. His eyes followed me as I moved through the room, alert despite his injuries.
Lynn unzipped the duffle bag on the kitchen table, pulling out motion sensors, window alarms, and small cameras.
"Basic setup," she said. "But it'll do the job. Anything moves outside, we'll know."
"I'll take first watch," Steve added, checking his weapon before setting it on the counter. "Lynn will take over at two."
"Thanks," I said instead. "Both of you."
Lynn nodded, already focused on installing a sensor by the front door, her movements quick and efficient. My phone rang, the screen lighting up with Reynolds' name. I answered it, my voice tight with anticipation.
"Jeff, they found something of interest in Varrick's apartment. Ties a lot together."
My pulse quickened at his words. "Tell me."
"Mail," he replied. "Addressed to Joshua Ames."
The name shocked me. Joshua Ames. The rookie cop who'd crashed into Laura's SUV, causing the accident that killed Amy. I put my phone on speaker, the room falling silent with tension.
"They were roommates?" Steve asked, his voice sharp with surprise, breaking the heavy quiet.
"Looks that way," Reynolds answered. "They found rental agreements and utility bills with both names. Looks like they shared an apartment for about six months."
My mind raced, connecting dots I hadn't seen before. The realization was like a puzzle piece clicking into place. "That's how he knew about Laura. About me."
"And about Port Helen," Lynn added, looking up from her work. "Ames would have known you came here after everything."
I sank onto the couch, the weight of the implications washing over me like a tidal wave. It all started with the accident. A bad decision and a single millisecond leads to everything changing, all the way up to this moment.
"They're interviewing Ames now," Reynolds said, his voice low and steady. "But my guess? Varrick formed an attachment to Ames and felt protective of him after the accident."
"Then Varrick gets a job at the psychiatric ward," Lynn continued, her voice thoughtful as she pieced it together. "Where Laura is a patient. Because he wanted to protect Ames?"
"Not a chance," I said with certainty. "He probably blamed me for the accident, too."
Reynolds hung up, and the room fell into a tense silence. Charlie whined softly from his bed, sensing the unease in the air. I moved to sit beside him, running my hand gently over his head, his fur warm and comforting under my fingers.
"The nurse said that Varrick listened to Laura," Lynn said, her voice quieter now, laden with an unspoken sorrow. "The same phrases, over and over, like a broken record."
I looked up at her, feeling the familiar sting of old wounds reopening. "That I killed Amy."
Lynn's eyes were steady on mine, filled with a mix of compassion and determination. "Varrick was listening closely and, in his twisted mind, he would have taken her words as truth."
A cold weight settled in my stomach. "And believed every word she said."
"In his mind," Steve interjected, his tone grim and resolute, "first, he was protecting Ames by finding out about Laura, then he was protecting Laura from you. He saw himself as some avenger, righting wrongs that existed only in his delusions."
The pieces fell into place with sickening clarity, like a grotesque jigsaw puzzle finally revealing its dark picture. Varrick, listening to Laura's drugged ramblings, had twisted them into a narrative where I was the villain responsible for Amy's death. He had appointed himself Laura's savior, a guardian against a danger that was never real.
"But Henry Talbot," I said, my voice barely above a whisper as I struggled to make sense of it all. "He had no connection to any of this. His murder was nothing more than a relief valve for a psycho's deranged mind."
Lynn's expression darkened, her eyes reflecting the gravity of the situation. "Just because he wanted to."
"He's a killer," Steve said bluntly, his words cutting through the air like a knife. "Some of it's about you, about Laura. But some of it's just who he is. A predator lurking in the shadows, waiting for a chance to strike."
I thought about the notes left on my porch, the taunting messages that had haunted my every waking moment. The teddy bear with a knife through its heart, a grotesque symbol of his warped intentions. The deliberate viciousness of attacking Charlie instead of me. A message that he could hurt those I love any time he wanted.
“Now he blames you for her death,” Lynn said, her voice filled with a calm resolve. "For everything that's happened."
The three of us were silent, the only sound was Charlie's steady breathing and the distant crash of waves against the shore. Outside, darkness had fallen, turning the windows into black mirrors that reflected our tense faces. Each of us lost in our thoughts, contemplating the grim reality of what lay ahead.
"He'll come here," I said, my voice breaking the silence. "He has to. To finish what he started. To end this nightmare he's created."
"That's what we're counting on," Steve replied, his tone resolute and unwavering. "But this time, we'll be ready. We'll make sure he doesn't get away with it."
Lynn finished installing the last sensor, then checked her weapon with practiced efficiency. "The Deputies are around, helping Mike. They'll be close, but not obvious."
"Setting the trap," I said.
"As far as appearances go, it looks like you're home alone." Her eyes met mine, clear and direct. "It might make him sloppy. And sloppy is what we need."
I nodded, understanding the strategy. I was the bait. It should have terrified me. Instead, I felt a cold, clarifying anger. This man had taken enough from me.
"Get some sleep," Steve said. "I've got first watch. We'll wake you if anything happens."
I wanted to argue, to insist on taking a shift. But exhaustion pulled at me like a magnet. It had been a long day. A day that started with burying my wife and would end with waiting for her self-appointed avenger.
"Alright," I conceded. "But wake me in four hours. I'll take over."
Lynn touched my arm briefly as I stood. "We've got this, Jeff. Try to rest."
I looked at her, really looked at her, for the first time since returning from Seattle. The shadows under her eyes, the stubborn set of her jaw, the quiet strength in her gaze. Amid all this darkness, she stood like a lighthouse on a stormy shore.
"Thank you," I said. "For everything."
She nodded once, a small smile touching her lips. "That's what friends do."
Friends. The word felt both right and incomplete. But now wasn't the time to examine why.
I made my way to the bedroom, Charlie limping behind me despite his injuries. Some habits couldn't be broken, even by knife wounds.
When we walked into the bedroom, he went and stood beside the chair. Charlie made a soft whine and looked back at me, his brown eyes reflecting something between confusion and sorrow. He nudged the empty chair with his nose, then looked back at me.
That's when I saw it.
Mr. Bunny was gone.
Amy's treasured stuffed animal, the one with the floppy ears, one eye, and the worn patch on its belly from being clutched to Amy's chest, had vanished from its place of honor, the chair where it had sat since I pulled it out of my duffle bag. A small guardian of memories, now gone. He didn’t just take a toy, he took her scent, her touch, her memory. He took something sacred from me.
I called out to Lynn and Steve.
"He took Mr. Bunny," I said when they came into the room.
"Amy's stuffed rabbit," Steve said.
"This is where Charlie was stabbed," I said, standing beside the chair. "He was trying to get it back from Varrick."
Lynn knelt beside Charlie. "You were protecting Amy, weren't you?"
I could see Varriak grabbing the stuffed rabbit. Charlie lunging at him, yelping when Varrick stabbed his knife into him, then Charlie chasing Varrick out the door and down the stairs, trying to get Mr. Bunny back, until he couldn't go anymore.
Charlie lay down, whining, looking up at me. "It's okay, Charlie. You did all you could."
He missed her, too. He almost died defending the only remaining connection he had to her, trying to keep her memory alive. I kneeled down beside him.
"It's gone, Charlie," I whispered, "but we still have each other, and the memories." Reaching down, I gently picked him up and placed him on the bed. Lynn pulled the blanket over him, tucking him in.
"That has to be one sick bastard," Steve mumbled. "Tearing a house apart and almost killing a dog for a stuffed animal."
"Enough," Lynn said, almost like a command. "Jeff, get in bed with Charlie. We're just on the other side of the door." She pushed Steve out and closed the bedroom door behind her.
As I closed my eyes, I could hear Lynn and Steve talking in low voices. Outside, the waves crashed against the shore in their ancient rhythm. And somewhere in the darkness, Timothy Varrick was watching, waiting, planning his next move.
Varrick thought this would break me. But he doesn’t know what I have left.







CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

The alarm shattered the silence at 2:17 a.m., and I woke with a jolt, heart pounding against my ribs. For a disorienting second, I didn’t know where I was—until it hit me. Port Helen. The beach house. Varrick.
Charlie was already on his feet beside the bed, a low growl rumbling through his chest despite the bandages wrapped around his torso. I grabbed my Glock 43 from the nightstand and moved to the door in one fluid motion, the cold hardwood beneath my bare feet barely registering.
The hallway was already alive with movement. Lynn was at the windows in the kitchen, Steve moving to the edge of the living room window with the methodical precision of someone who'd done this a thousand times before.
"East side," Lynn said, her voice soft and calm. "Camera three picked up movement near the path."
Steve nodded. "Could be our guy. Could be nothing."
I felt that familiar surge of adrenaline, the copper taste of fear mixed with something else, readiness. How many times had I felt this in Seattle, that moment before a door was breached, when everything narrowed between threat and safety? I thought those days were behind me. But here it was again, the world reduced to shadows and potential danger, my senses heightened to an almost painful degree.
"I'll take the back," I said, moving toward the kitchen. "Steve, you cover the front. Lynn…"
"Already on it," she replied, her fingers flying across the tablet that controlled our makeshift security system. "Whatever it is, it's still out there. Moving along the tree line."
We positioned ourselves at the windows, peering through the darkness toward where the motion sensors had been triggered. The night outside was a canvas of deeper blacks and midnight blues, the moon peeking through clouds to cast a silver light across the property. Nothing moved except the tall grass bending in the breeze.
"There," Steve whispered, pointing toward a shadow that seemed to detach itself from the darkness at the bottom of the stairs. I signaled to Steve and quietly opened the door. We stepped out, drawing an aim. Lynn moved to the doorway.
I squinted, focusing on the shape as it moved with hesitant steps. Too tall for a coyote, too graceful for a human trying to hide. Then the clouds parted, and moonlight spilled across the yard, illuminating the slender form of a young deer, its ears twitching nervously as it picked its way across the edge of the woods.
The tension in the room didn't dissolve immediately. It never did when you've been trained to expect the worst. Lynn was the first to lower her weapon, a soft exhale escaping her lips.
"False alarm," she said, though her shoulders remained tight. "Just Bambi out for a midnight stroll."
"Guess we're all a little jumpy," Steve said with a wry smile that didn't quite reach his eyes.
I watched the deer for a moment longer, its innocent presence almost surreal after the spike of fear. Charlie had already settled back down, his initial alertness fading as quickly as it had come. Animals knew, I thought. They could sense real danger from false alarms in ways humans had forgotten.
"We should double-check the perimeter," I said, not quite ready to surrender to the relief. "Make sure there's nothing else out there."
Lynn nodded, already pulling on her jacket. "I'll come with you."
We stepped outside into the cold night air, flashlights sweeping across the property in methodical patterns. The deer had vanished back into the woods, leaving nothing but shallow hoofprints in the soft earth near the sensor. No human footprints, no cigarette butts, no broken branches or disturbed undergrowth. Nothing to suggest anyone had been close to the house.
When we returned inside, Steve had the coffee ready. The three of us gathered around the kitchen table, our hands wrapped around warm mugs, as the adrenaline crash left us feeling wired and exhausted at the same time.
"We can't keep jumping at every shadow," Lynn said, breaking the silence. "We'll burn ourselves out before he ever shows himself."
Steve nodded, running a hand through his hair. "True. But we also can't afford to let our guard down."
"It's the waiting," I said, staring into my coffee like it might hold answers. "That's probably what he wants. To keep us on edge, wondering when he'll make his move."
Lynn's eyes met mine across the table, understanding in their depths. "The hunters have become the hunted. The bad guys are chasing after the cops."
"Not the position I want to be in," Steve muttered, but there was no bite to his words.
We sat in silence for a while; the house creaking around us as the wind picked up outside. I felt the weight of the day and the constant feeling of being on edge, but beneath the feeling of being hunted was something else, something bad guys seldom had: the comfort of not being alone.
Morning arrived with reluctant gray light filtering through the windows. I woke to the smell of bacon and the soft murmur of voices from the kitchen. I lay there for a moment, orienting myself in time and space. Charlie was already gone from his usual spot on the bed, no doubt lured by the promise of breakfast scraps, despite his injuries.
When I finally made my way to the kitchen, I found Lynn at the stove, flipping pancakes while Steve set the table. Charlie sat nearby, his tail thumping hopefully against the floor whenever Lynn glanced his way.
"Morning," Lynn said, offering a small smile that seemed to brighten the room more than the weak sunlight struggling through the windows. "Thought we could all use a decent breakfast after last night's excitement."
"I'd be happy with just a cup of coffee," I said, but gratitude warmed my voice.
"Consider it tactical nutrition," she replied, sliding a golden pancake onto a waiting plate. "Can't fight bad guys on an empty stomach."
We ate with the comfortable familiarity of people who had fallen into a rhythm together, passing syrup and butter with no need to ask, refilling coffee cups before they emptied. It felt domestic, a glimpse into some alternate reality where mornings like this were commonplace rather than a brief respite from the tension surrounding us.
"I need to head into the station for a few hours," Lynn said as we cleared the dishes. "File some reports, check in with Mike, see if there's any news from the Sheriff's deputies. There are people in town who have a good eye for strangers. I want them to know who to look for."
Steve nodded. "I'll stay here, keep the lines open with Seattle. They might have more from Varrick's apartment today."
I glanced down at Charlie, who was looking better this morning, his eyes brighter, his movements less stiff. "I think Charlie could use some fresh air. Maybe a short walk on the beach when you get back?" I suggested to Lynn.
Something flickered in her eyes. Surprise, perhaps, or pleasure. "That sounds good. I shouldn't be more than a couple of hours."
After Lynn left, the house felt different, not empty but less vibrant. I busied myself with small tasks: checking Charlie's bandages, reviewing the security footage from the previous night, and re-reading the case notes in search of something we might have missed. But my mind kept drifting to Lynn, to the way her presence seemed to ground me in a world that had become untethered.
Steve noticed, of course. He didn't say anything directly, but I caught the knowing glances, the careful way he observed without commenting. Steve had always been perceptive, even back in our early days on the force. It was what made him good at the job, the ability to see beneath the surface, to read the currents of human emotion that others missed.
"She's good for you," Steve said, breaking the silence as we sat reviewing the security setup. "Lynn, I mean."
I looked up, startled by the directness. "We're just… "
"I know what you're 'just' doing," Steve interrupted, his voice gentle. "And I'm not saying it has to be more than that. I'm just saying she makes you a little less haunted.”
I didn't know how to respond to that. Lynn brought something out in me, a version of myself I'd thought was buried with Amy and Laura.
"It's complicated," I said, the words inadequate, but all I could offer.
Steve's smile was sad but understanding. "Life usually is."
Steve and I worked quietly for a while. I went over the interior cameras again, checking each angle for anything we might have missed. Most of the footage was still, uneventful. The deer had passed through slowly, pausing once to lift its head, then moved on. Nothing else moved. Still, I watched it twice.
The patrol car drove up just after eleven.
It was Deputy Morales. He held a manila envelope in one hand and gave a nod when he saw me.
“Delivery from Seattle,” he said. “Lynn asked me to bring it by.”
I opened the door and waved him in. He handed me the envelope and gave Charlie a pat on the head before stepping back.
“She said she’d be back around noon,” he added. “Nothing else moving in town. Pretty quiet.”
“Thanks,” I said. He nodded again and left.
I opened the envelope at the table. Inside were copies of reports from Reynolds. Crime scene photos, scanned pages of journals, and a few pieces of printed email correspondence. Some were hard to look at. Notes in Varrick’s handwriting, disconnected thoughts, sometimes disturbing, always circling the same names. Ames. Laura. Me.
One note stood out.
“She looked at me like she remembered. I think she knew. She smiled this time.”
I stared at it for a long time.
Steve leaned over to read it. “He thought she recognized him. That’s all it took.”
“It wasn’t real,” I said. “She was sedated most of the time. He turned her illness into a story that made him feel like the hero.”
Steve nodded. “And thanks to Huffsmith, he was able to keep listening to her."
"All the puzzle pieces are finally here. And so is he," I added. "Either we find him or he finds me. Either way, it's time to bring this to an end."
###
Lynn returned just after noon, her cheeks flushed from the cold air and her hair windblown. She found me in the living room, reading through the case files for what felt like the hundredth time.
"Ready for that walk?" she asked, and something in her voice made me look up.
"Everything okay at the station?"
"Fine," she said, a little too quickly. "Just the usual. Mike's keeping an eye on things. No news is good news, right?"
I studied her for a moment longer, noticing the tension around her eyes but choosing not to press. "Let me get Charlie's leash."
The beach stretched before us like a vast, empty canvas, the afternoon sun briefly breaking through the thickening clouds. Charlie moved slowly but with clear pleasure, his nose working overtime as he investigated the shore's many scents. I kept him on a loose leash, alert for any sign that the walk was becoming too much for him.
"I used to come here as a kid," Lynn said, her voice almost lost in the wind. "Whenever things got too much at home. There's something about the ocean that puts everything in perspective."
I nodded, understanding exactly what she meant. The vastness of it, the ancient rhythm of waves that had been crashing against this shore long before any of our problems existed, and would continue long after they were gone.
"After Amy died," I said, the words coming easier than I expected, "I used to drive to Alki Beach at night. Just sit in the car and watch the water. Laura never knew. I'd tell her I was working late."
Lynn glanced at me, her eyes soft with understanding. "We all find our ways to cope."
"What were you coping with?" I asked, suddenly curious about the shadows I sometimes glimpsed behind her steady gaze. "When you came here as a kid?"
She was quiet for so long; I thought she might not answer. When she did, her voice was softer, touched with an old pain I recognized all too well.
"My mom died when I was seventeen. Cancer. It was... slow. By the end, she wasn't the person I remembered." Lynn's eyes remained fixed on the horizon. "Dad did his best, but he was drowning in his grief. And Steve was already at the academy, so it was just me, trying to figure out how to live in a world that made no sense."
A wordless understanding passed between us, born of the pain we both knew too well. "That's why you understood. From the beginning."
She nodded, a faint, sorrowful smile touching her lips. "I recognized that look. The lost-yet-trying-to-hide-it look. I've seen it in my own reflection too many times."
Charlie had stopped to investigate a piece of driftwood, giving us a moment to pause. The wind had picked up, bringing with it the sharp, clean scent of salt and approaching rain. Lynn tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, her profile outlined against the gray-blue backdrop of sea and sky.
"I'm sorry about your mom," I said, the words sincere but straightforward.
"I'm sorry about Laura," she replied, turning to face me fully. "And Amy."
Something about the way she said their names, without hesitation, without the awkward pause, loosened a knot in my chest. Lynn didn't treat my grief like something contagious or my past like something to tiptoe around.
"I feel guilty," I admitted, the confession rising from some deep place I hadn't intended to access. "Not just about them. About this." I gestured vaguely between us, unable to put into words what "this" was.
Lynn's eyes held mine, steady and clear. "Because of the timing?"
"Because of everything. Because I just buried my wife yesterday, and today I'm walking on a beach with you, feeling things I shouldn't be feeling yet." The words tumbled out, raw and honest. "What kind of man does that make me?"
"A human one," she said. "Jeff, grief doesn't follow a timetable. And feelings don't wait for convenient moments."
Charlie had wandered a few feet ahead, his black coat gleaming in another sudden shaft of sunlight breaking through the clouds. I watched him, this living connection to my past, and felt the truth I'd been avoiding rise to the surface.
"Laura died the day of the accident," I said, my voice barely audible above the waves. "The woman in that hospital bed wasn't her. Not really. I've been mourning her for months, telling myself there might be some miracle, that she might come back to me. But she was already gone."
Lynn didn't speak. She stood beside me, her presence steady.
"I think I needed the funeral," I continued, the realization forming as I spoke. "Not just to say goodbye to her body, but to admit to myself that she'd been gone all along. That I've been holding onto a ghost."
Lynn's hand found mine, her fingers warm against my skin. It was a simple touch, offering comfort rather than a response, but it sent a current through me that was impossible to ignore. I looked down at our joined hands, then up at her face, finding patience and understanding, and also something more, something that mirrored the confusing tangle of my emotions.
For a moment, the world narrowed to just this, the warmth of her hand in mine, the sound of waves breaking against the shore. I felt myself leaning closer, drawn by some invisible gravity, and saw Lynn's eyes widen in recognition of what might happen next.
Charlie's sudden bark shattered the moment. Both of us turned to see him alert, ears forward, staring down the beach where a distant figure was walking toward us, still too far away to identify.
"Just another beachcomber," Lynn said, but her hand had already dropped from mine, the professional mask slipping back into place with practiced ease.
The spell broken, we continued our walk, maintaining a careful distance now, the unspoken moment folded away like a letter saved for another time. We discussed safer topics, such as the weather, Charlie's improving health, and memories of Port Helen from Lynn's childhood, but beneath the conversation ran an awareness that hadn't been there before.
By the time we returned to the house, the sky had darkened with the approach of night and the promise of rain. Steve met us at the door, his expression tight with news that couldn't wait.
"They found Varrick's car," he said without hesitation. "About five miles out of town, on that old logging road near Peterson Creek."
I sensed my muscles tighten, the peaceful moment of our shoreline stroll disappearing immediately. "When?"
"About an hour ago. Deputy Collins spotted it while doing a routine patrol of the back roads." Steve led us into the kitchen, where a map spread across the table. "Here," he said, pointing to a winding road that snaked through the forested hills east of town. "He said it looked like it hadn't been there very long. Tire marks are fresh."
Lynn leaned over the map, all business now. "That's an old logging road. Any sign of Varrick?"
"None. The deputy said it appears that he was living out of the car for a while. Blankets, food wrappers, a propane stove, the whole nine yards." Steve's finger tapped the map again. "And he says there's a hunting knife visible on the backseat. Collins didn't touch anything. They're waiting for forensics from Port Angeles."
My mind was already racing, piecing together the implications. "The ferry cameras never picked up his car, did they?"
Steve shook his head. "No. He must have come the long way around, through Tacoma and up the peninsula. Avoiding the most obvious route."
"Smart," Lynn murmured. "And concerning. That's a lot of extra driving to avoid detection."
“He’s methodical,” I said, remembering the calculated cruelty of targeting Charlie instead of me.
The three of us stood around the map, each lost in our thoughts. Outside, the first drops of rain began to patter against the windows, heralding the arrival of the storm that had been threatening all day.
"So he's on foot now," Lynn said. "Somewhere in or around Port Helen."
"And we have no idea where," Steve added.
I stared at the map, at the miles of forest and coastline surrounding the small town, the countless places a man could hide if he knew what he was doing. The deer that had triggered our alarm last night seemed like a cruel joke, a false threat that had distracted us from the real danger approaching.
"We need to warn the town," Lynn said, already reaching for her phone. "Quietly, no panic, but people should know to be on the lookout."
Steve nodded, his expression grim. "The weather's not going to help. The forecast indicates that we're in for a severe storm tonight. The wind could knock out the power and make roads impassable."
I thought of Varrick out there somewhere in the gathering darkness, moving like a shadow through the town, watching, waiting, planning his next move. The sense of peace I'd felt on the beach with Lynn seemed like a distant memory now, replaced by the cold certainty that our vigil was far from over.







CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

The initial surge of the storm hit us like an unwelcome visitor, boisterous and furious, rattling the house to its core. I stood by the kitchen window, observing as the wind shrieked, breaking branches and driving rain against the panes. The ocean roared in the distance.
We had made it an all-nighter. At 5:30 in the morning, Lynn was at the stove, slicing vegetables for soup, trying her damnedest to lift our spirits. Sunrise was hours away. Steve leaned against the counter, tossing glances between the flickering lights and the door, his jaw set tight, reflecting a tension that mirrored my own.
“If we lose electricity, it won't be for long,” Steve said, clapping me on the shoulder. “The backup generator kicks on if the power’s out for over two minutes.”
“Comforting to know,” I said, but all I could think about was the impending gloom, both outside and within.
The sound of rain intensified. I directed my focus to Charlie, who lay motionless at my feet, sensing the change in atmosphere. “It’s just a storm,” I murmured, but even I wasn’t convinced.
As the lights flickered again, I exchanged a glance with Lynn. Her brow furrowed slightly, and I could see the worry in her eyes. “It’s getting worse out there,” she said, but what struck me was the unease that had settled deep within my bones. Varrick could be lurking nearby, watching, biding his time, waiting to take advantage of the chaos.
We stood together in that kitchen, a trio in an uneasy alliance, trying to brace against something none of us could name, yet we all felt. With a squall raging and a hunter on the loose, our sanctuary felt more like a trap.
Lynn's phone shattered the tension with a shrill ring, startling us all. She fumbled for it and said, "Wait, I'll put you on speaker. Can't hear you because of the rain."
“Lynn! We’ve got him!” His voice cracked through the line, filled with an energy that was almost contagious. “We’ve got Varrick! He was at the diner when they opened, asking Sherri about Jeff.”
An unbelievable rush of relief passed through the room, and for a moment, the storm outside seemed to relent just a little. “Are you sure it’s him?” I shouted, my voice steadier than I felt.
“Sherri says it’s him. We arrested him. He’s in custody now. The Sheriff is sending a unit over to get him."
The words washed over all of us like a balm. Lynn, visibly relaxing, sat on the couch. Steve let out a long sigh.
"I'll be there as soon as I can," she told Mike before she put the phone down.
A part of me wondered what madness could drive Varrick back into the diner, especially with the storm raging like some furious god unleashing his wrath. “Why the hell would he go back there?” I muttered aloud.
“Probably figured it was the best place this storm could take him,” Steve chimed in, grinning. "We have his car, and he needed a place to wait out the rain. Varrick probably thought he could slip in and out unnoticed."
“We should head to the station," Lynn said, "They’ll need backup with this weather, and I want to get a look at this creep.”
Steve grabbed me, almost a hug. "It's over, Jeff. We'll get a confession out of him and lock him up for a long time. I'm going with Lynn. You can relax, partner."
Seeing him smiling and the tension gone from the room, I began to realize how uptight I had been.
“If you two wait until the rain lets up. Charlie and I'll go with you."
Lynn stepped closer, a hand resting on the counter as she leaned in, searching my face. “Jeff, we have to go,” she insisted, her voice resolute, though I could hear a hint of warmth beneath it. “I can’t leave them alone to handle everything. They need me. I'll take Steve to help. You stay here with Charlie. I'll bring Daisy back.”
"Let’s get this guy processed and shut this down," Steve added, putting on his rain gear.
“Jeff,” she said, grounding me in her calm tone. “I’ll be okay. I promise. Just…” She hesitated, but I could see the determination in her eyes. “Trust me.”
Trust. It was a bitter pill to swallow, but all I could do was nod, letting her words settle in my mind.
The threat was over. I should feel relieved. Life would be different now, but as she turned to grab her raincoat, a part of me wanted to pull her back, wrap her in my arms, and never let her go. The other part, the part that admired her strength, understood. She had to go. I wish it didn’t feel like I was watching a piece of my heart walk straight into the storm.
“Just be careful,” I called after them as they grabbed their coats. I watched them disappear into the chaotic night.
As the door clicked shut, silence wrapped around me. Charlie shifted at my feet, looking up with questioning eyes. I tried to find a sense of relief, but I was still uneasy. Maybe it was because I had lived with the tension for so long that I couldn't let it loosen its grip. I fumbled through the memories of Varrick's revengeful acts, wondering why he would show up at the place where he had killed the cook, where people, already on edge, would remember him. He should have known that Sherri would recognize him, the guy who ordered meatloaf for breakfast.
Even in the darkness, a look out of the picture window showed heavy sheets of rain blowing sideways, rattling the very bones of the house. I gathered up the scattered papers and maps that had become my constant companions over the past few days, remnants of the chaos that had overtaken my life.
With each crumpled page I folded away, I felt a little of the weight lift off my shoulders. Perhaps it was the storm that drowned out the memories, or maybe it was just the permission to breathe again.
Charlie ambled into the kitchen, his tail wagging in that joyful way only a dog can manage, as if the storm was a mere whisper in the background. I smiled down at him, the sight of his happiness a beacon amidst the growing darkness outside. “How about some supper, buddy?” I said, my voice lighter than I felt.
I set about finishing the soup. As I stirred the pot, Charlie settled beside my feet, resting his chin on my ankle, his warm presence grounding me in the moment.
With every passing moment, I could feel the strain ease a little more. There was something comforting about the solitude. Just Charlie and me sharing a meal, sheltered from the outside weather. I chuckled softly to myself; it was a far cry from Seattle.
Just as I finished, the lights flickered ominously a few times, then plunged the room into darkness. My heart skipped a beat, an old instinct rearing its head as unease settled back into my gut. I reached for my cell phone, illuminating the dim room with that soft blue glow. Four bars. Good. I would still have some connection to the outside world.
Through the wind’s howling, I could hear the generator sputter to life, the comforting hum of its motor soon filling the silence. The lights flickered back on, draping the kitchen in warmth once again.
Curiosity tugged at me, a gnawing need to check the security cameras. I moved to the screen, watching as it powered up. The rain fell in heavy sheets, obscuring all but a couple of views. I squinted, trying to make sense of the blurred pictures on the monitors. Nothing but sheets of water, reducing the world to abstract shapes and shadows.
Suddenly, the image on the screen shifted, and I felt a shiver race down my spine as I caught a glimpse of motion at the edge of the camera’s view. But it was just the wind, something chasing after nothing as the trees bowed and bent. I let out a breath I didn't know I'd been holding.
I turned away from the monitor, feeling the nagging tension loosen its grip just a fraction. Charlie looked up at me, his dark eyes steady and trusting. “Just us for now, buddy,” I murmured, leaning down to scratch behind his ears, feeling the warmth of his body against mine. Here, at this moment, it was just a storm. We could handle that.
I took another glance outside, the rain battling against my window, but my worries lingered. Whatever future the night held, whatever chaos lay beyond the number of bars on my phone or the flickering lights, I resolved to confront it. My world was different now. I was different.
I had just sat down when the phone rang, cutting through the roar of the wind, the disruption pulling me from my thoughts. I snatched it up, heart racing, hoping Lynn had good news.
“Jeff!” Her voice burst through, tinged with urgency and an undercurrent of worry. “The guy Mike locked up? He’s not Varrick. He’s a reporter who refused to give his name.”
The knot in my stomach twisted tighter. “A reporter? Why was he even there?”
“Sherri called. She thought he looked exactly like the guy she saw, the meatloaf guy. She was pretty shaken up,” Lynn replied, her voice low but frantic. “Jeff, Varrick is still out there. You're alone.”
“I’ll be fine,” I said, trying to inject calm into my voice. “The power’s out, but I have the lights on from the generator.” I glanced at the monitors, which showed the camera feed. “The cameras are still working, and I’m ready for anything.”
Lynn sighed, though I could hear the guilt creeping into her words. “We should be there with you. We said we're not leaving you alone.”
“Lynn, it’s safer for you to be at the station,” I countered, though the thought of her out there in a storm made my protective instincts flare. “The storm is forecast to move out sometime after sunrise. You’re in a better position to help than I am right now.”
“I just wish I could be there,” she said quietly, the tension in her voice palpable. I could picture her in the station, the flickering lights, Steve and Mike standing close.
“I’ll be okay,” I assured her again, pouring resolve into each word. “I promise. Keep your head on straight and let Steve keep an eye out.”
But before she could respond, the line went dead, cut off by another feral gust of wind. I stared at the screen, shocked by the silence. No signal, just a chilling reminder of the isolation surrounding me. The storm was wreaking havoc, pulling down the very ties that kept me connected to her.
“Perfect,” I muttered, the weight of the moment pressing down on me. I took a steadying breath, reminding myself that no amount of distance would change my resolve. I had to stay alert, stay strong.
I peered out the window into the swirling darkness, ready for whatever might be lurking beyond the storm’s rage.
“Alright, Charlie,” I said, turning to my loyal companion. “Looks like it’s just the two of us again. Let’s see what the night has in store.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

The storm intensified as the night dragged on, transforming from mere bad weather into something that felt almost evil in its fury. Rain hammered against the windows with increasing violence as the wind tore around the corners of the house. Even the walls felt thinner tonight, like the storm could shove its way through the seams.
I sat in the dim light of my living room, eyes fixed on the security monitors as they flickered erratically, the images jumping and distorting before finally surrendering to complete darkness. The screens went black, leaving me blind to whatever might be happening beyond the walls. The internet connection had dropped, cutting me off from the outside world. My fingers drummed against the arm of my chair as I considered my options.
Despite the darkness of the storm, I noticed the sky beginning to lighten almost imperceptibly at the edges of the horizon, a faint, grayish glow struggling to break through the clouds. Morning was approaching, though it offered little comfort. Dawn wouldn't bring an end to this rain, but at least I'd be able to see what I was dealing with when the light came. For now, all I could do was wait, listening to the storm's rage.
Charlie wouldn't settle. He paced from window to door, his nails clicking against the hardwood floors with an anxious rhythm that matched my anxiety. Every few minutes, he'd stop and look at me, his dark eyes reflecting the low light from the desk lamp, a low whine building in his throat that raised the hair on the back of my neck. His black coat seemed to absorb the shadows in the room, making him appear and disappear as he moved through the dimly lit spaces.
"It's just the storm," I told him, reaching down to stroke his head when he pressed against my leg, but I didn't believe it myself. His ears remained perked, alert to something beyond my human perception. Something felt wrong beyond the weather. Charlie felt it too. Ten years together had taught me to trust his intuition almost as much as my own. When Charlie was unsettled, there was usually a damn good reason.
That's when I heard it, a scream cutting through the wall of sound outside, high-pitched and desperate, slicing through the howling wind and pounding rain with terrifying clarity. I froze mid-step, my hand reaching for Charlie as if to silence his breathing so I could listen more carefully.
It came again, fainter this time, almost lost in the wind.
Someone was out there, in trouble. Charlie looked up at me with those knowing eyes, his body trembling not from fear but from anticipation. He sensed my decision before I'd even made it consciously, his muscles coiling with readiness.
I went to the desk and picked up my gun, checking it before tucking it into my waistband. Charlie watched me intently, his dark eyes following every movement with an almost human understanding. His tail remained still, none of the usual happy swishing when he saw me preparing to go out. Instead, he stood rigid, muscles tense, feeling the weight of the situation.
"Stay here," I said firmly, grabbing Steve's heavy raincoat from the hook by the door. Charlie's ears flattened at my command, a soft whine escaping from his throat. "I'll be back," I promised, meeting his worried gaze with what I hoped was reassurance. I bent down to run my hand along his head, feeling the slight tremble in his body.
When I opened the door, the wind hit my chest with force, driving the rain so hard it stung my skin and made it difficult to keep my eyes open. I squinted against it, trying to see through the early morning light. Another scream pulled me forward, down the stairs, and on the path toward the beach.
The sand shifted under my feet as I made my way toward the water. The beach, normally so familiar to me, had transformed into an alien landscape under the storm's fury. I caught a glimpse of someone lying near the water, their body half-sprawled where the angry waves lapped at the shore. One arm raised upward in what looked like a desperate gesture, fingers splayed against the sky as if calling for help or warding off some invisible threat. The sight sent a chill through me that had nothing to do with the storm and everything to do with the unnatural angle of that pleading limb against the churning sea behind it.
I almost pulled my gun out, then stopped. This wasn't a threat. It may be a survivor of an overturned boat or someone tossed off a cargo ship by the wind. If someone were hurt, I didn't need a weapon. I moved faster, fighting against the wind that seemed determined to push me back.
"I'm coming!" I called, but my voice disappeared into the storm.
As I got closer, something didn't feel right. The figure wasn't moving the way an injured person would. There was something deliberate about that raised arm, something that made the back of my neck prickle with warning.
I stepped into the rising water, and in that moment, the figure moved. Not the pained movements of someone hurt, but the smooth motion of someone standing up. In his hand, soaked and sagging, was a familiar shape: Mr. Bunny. My daughter’s precious stuffed rabbit. I heard the laughter. Cold and clear, cutting through the storm like a blade.
My heart slammed against my ribs. I knew who was standing in front of me even before I could see his face.
Timothy Varrick.
He held a gun pointed at my chest, his arm steady, despite the wind that pushed against us both. Rain ran down his face, his hair matted, his coat dripping with sand and water, but he didn't seem to notice or care. His grip remained firm, fingers wrapped around the handle with the practiced ease of someone who had rehearsed this moment countless times in his mind.
Varrick stood like a statue, unmoved by the storm's fury. Those eyes, cold, calculating, and determined, remained fixed on me with an intensity that made my blood run cold. Not even the thick ocean spray whipping off the churning waves behind him seemed to affect his concentration.
"Hello, Jeff," he said, his voice carrying over the roar of the storm. "I was starting to think you wouldn't come."
My hand moved toward my gun. Varrick shook his head.
"Don't," he said. "I've waited too long for this moment."
I let my hand fall back to my side, fingers uncurling reluctantly from the phantom grip of a weapon I couldn't reach. The shoreline extended vacant to either side, a bleak stretch of shadowy sand vanishing into the early morning's light. The wind-whipped shoreline offered no shelter, no witnesses, no salvation. Not a single light could be seen, no silhouettes of potential help on the horizon. Charlie was safely at home, standing by the door, waiting for me to return. No one was coming to help. No patrol cars with flashing lights, no backup, no last-minute reprieve. The isolation was absolute, deliberate, and suffocating.
"Why?" I asked, though I already knew. "What do you want?"
His smile widened, but his eyes remained flat. He held Amy's stuffed rabbit up in front of me. "You see this? You took this away from Amy."
"I didn't… "
"Shut up!" His voice got louder. "You took Amy away from Laura. Then you took Laura away from me." Screaming now, "Laura wants you dead!"
Then, quietly, grinning, "And I'm here to kill you."
In that moment, as the storm's fury subsided, I saw Varrick for what he truly was: a psychotic monster, broken and dangerous, consumed with rage. His eyes were void of any shred of humanity. There was no part of him left that would listen to reason, no glimmer of sanity, no spark of sympathy to fan into a flame. His gaze was a cold, dead weight that bore into me.
The waves crashed behind us, driven higher up the beach by the wind. Water swirled around our ankles, cold and insistent. This is it, I thought. This was what he had been waiting for all along, the two of us alone, with only the storm to witness what would happen next.
The downpour suddenly lessened. The wind quieted, as if the storm wanted to hear what was being said. For a fleeting second, the world seemed to hold its breath. The rain, which had been a relentless curtain of water, reduced to a mere drizzle, and the howling wind softened to a whisper, creating an eerie calm amidst the madness. Varrick’s gun remained unwavering, fixed on my chest with a deadly steadiness.
"Timothy," I said, forcing my voice to stay calm. "You don't have to do this. Whatever you think happened, whatever you believe I did, we can talk about it."
Varrick's face contorted, his features twisting into something barely recognizable as human. "Talk?" he spat. "Like you talked to Joshua? Before you destroyed his career?"
I blinked against the rain streaming down my face. "Joshua Ames? The rookie who hit Laura's car?" I shook my head, confusion momentarily overriding my fear. "I never went after him. I knew it was an accident."
"Liar!" Varrick shouted, his voice cracking. "He lost everything because of you! His job, his future. It's all gone because of you!"
"Timothy, listen to me," I said, raising my hands. "I didn't destroy Joshua's career. He was responding to a call. It was a terrible accident, but I never blamed him."
"You killed her!" he screamed, spittle flying from his mouth while he held the stuffed rabbit above his head. "You killed Amy! And then you took Laura away from me!"
The accusation hit me like a physical blow. I struggled to make sense of his twisted logic while keeping my eyes on the gun in his hand, becoming more dangerous with his growing agitation.
"Laura was my wife," I said. "She committed suicide in the hospital, Timothy."
"Because you took her away from me! You got me fired," His voice rose to match the increasing wind. "I was the only one who listened to her! She told me everything about how you killed Amy, how the police covered it up! I could have saved her!"
There was no reasoning, no way to make a connection. In his reality, I was the villain and he was the hero. There was no logic with that kind of delusion.
"You're wrong," I said anyway, desperation creeping into my voice. "Laura was injured. Her brain was damaged. She didn't know what she was saying."
"She knew!" Varrick took a step closer, the gun now just feet from my chest. "She knew what you did! And when you told them to move her, when you had me fired, I knew I had to come after you! This is for killing Amy, for taking Laura away from me!"
"Is that why you killed Henry Talbot?" I asked, trying to keep him talking while I inched my hand toward my weapon. "What did he have to do with any of this?"
Varrick's laugh was high and broken, freakishly insane. "That was for fun," he said. "I enjoy killing weaklings. It's like taking out the trash, and you’re the last piece to go!"
A wave crashed higher up the beach, water swirling around our ankles. I felt the sand shifting beneath my feet, making my position even more precarious.
"None of this will bring Laura back," I said, my voice barely audible over the roar of the surf. "It won't help Joshua. It won't change anything, Varrick. It won't undo the past, it won't heal the wounds."
"It'll change everything!" Varrick screamed, his eyes widened with a manic gleam, his lips drawn tight like a snarling dog ready to pounce. "When you're gone, everyone will know what you did, it'll all make sense! They'll see you for the monster you are." He was waving Mr. Bunny over his head. "I loved Laura! She was like my mother. She loved me, not you!"
He was beyond reason, beyond any hope of redemption. His eyes were wild and unfocused, darting around with the erratic energy of a cornered animal. Each breath he took was a ragged, uneven gasp.
Spittle dripping from his mouth. "You see that now, father?" He screamed, an insane yell. "Mommy loved me!"
I watched as his finger began to curl around the trigger, each second stretching into an eternity. Varrick's expression was a mask of twisted glee. His lips curled into a macabre smile, and his eyes gleamed with the anticipation of impending violence. Every fiber of my being screamed at me to move, to do something, anything, before it was too late.
With the last bit of energy I possessed, I threw myself at him, a frantic attempt to stay alive. As he squeezed the trigger, I crashed into him with every bit of power I had, sending both of us tumbling onto the water. My hands clawed wildly, fumbling for the weapon, my fingers sliding on the gun's surface.
I watched Mr. Bunny fall into the surf, its stuffing gushing out like guts. I wanted to reach for it, for Amy. The fight was intense and frenzied, each of us propelled by our own frantic reasons. I sensed the fibers in my arms searing with exertion, yet I couldn't risk halting. Disarming this lunatic was critical to my survival. He got away from me, standing up as I tried to gain my footing. He watched as I rose, a demonic sneer, eyes wide.
Varrick was stronger than he looked, fueled by madness and rage. The gun between us pointed skyward, then down, then at me, then at him as I grabbed his wrist, wrestling for control.
A second shot exploded between us. 
My chest exploded. The heat came first, then the shock. My entire body spasmed, locking out my ability to breathe. I tried to stand, to fight against him, knowing, even as my legs gave out, that going down meant certain death. My hand went into the raincoat, inches away from my gun. Instead of drawing it, I grabbed the center of the pain, feeling the warm blood pulsating through my fingers, as I went to my knees. 
I pressed harder against my chest, trying to stem the bleeding that was now pulsing through my fingers in hot, relentless waves. The pain was radiating outward in waves. My breath came in ragged gasps, each one a battle against the searing agony that threatened to overwhelm me.
I looked up, into the cold face of hate. Varrick was standing over me, looming like a predator over its victim, the gun held tight in his hand. The storm clouds churned above, casting an ominous pall over the beach. The rain continued to fall in a heavy mist. The entire scene felt surreal, like some horrible nightmare from which I couldn't wake.
Varrick's face was a mask of fury and madness, his eyes wild and unseeing, focused solely on the violence he intended to inflict. The gun wavered in his grip, and for a fleeting moment, I saw a flicker of uncertainty cross his features. Somewhere beyond him, a sound rose, faint, indistinct, before the wind shredded it away. And then came his scream, the sound of someone who had stepped too far into the darkness to ever return.
"I'm killing him for you, Laura!" His voice cracked, breaking into a jagged scream that tore at my ears. His whole body shook with it, the hand holding the gun twitching like he could barely contain the urge to pull the trigger. His eyes darted in quick, sharp movements, never landing anywhere for more than a blink, except when they locked on mine with an intense glare.
"Timothy," I gasped, my chest tightening more with each word. "Don't… do this."
He froze for a moment, then his face twisted. The laugh came out low at first, a wet, guttural sound, then climbed and climbed until it was a scream, rising above the waves and the wind. 
I tried to focus on him, to think of a way out, but the edges of my vision were already closing in. My arms felt heavy. I struggled to breathe. I could feel my heartbeat slowing, each pulse growing weaker with each passing moment. There was no doubt now, I was dying, and it would be seconds, maybe less.
He loomed over me, his chest rising and falling fast, grinning like the storm belonged to him. "Goodbye, Detective Hanson." His voice was steady now, cold, deliberate. The gun lifted. "Laura sends her regards."

The waves crashed around us, the storm screamed overhead, and I waited for the final shot that would end everything.
Varrick stood over me, his gun pointed straight down at my head. The rain plastered his hair to his skull, running down his face like tears he couldn't shed. His eyes were empty, focused on something beyond me, beyond this beach, beyond this moment. I saw his finger tighten on the trigger.
A gunshot cracked through the air.
I flinched, waiting for pain that didn't come. Instead, a part of Varrick's face disappeared. For a moment, he just stood there, then he stumbled. The gun slipped from his fingers, landing with a splash on the water beside me. 
His legs buckled completely. He pitched forward, his body hitting the surf with a dull splash, the water rushing over him, erasing the last traces of his movement.
I tried to push myself up to see what had happened, but the pain in my chest flared so strong that it stole what little air I had left. The world tilted and spun, the beach and sky trading places in a sickening blur. My arms gave out as I dropped back into the surf. The cold water lapped at my shoulders, mixing with the hot rush of blood that kept forcing its way through my fingers.
I couldn’t understand where I was. The roar of the waves, the smell of salt, the sting of rain, it all seemed far away. Then a movement broke through the haze. Hands around my face, trying to wake me up. I tried saying no. I wanted to sleep, to nap a little longer. 
A voice. Somewhere close. I forced my eyes open, felt someone's face next to mine.
Lynn.
She was suddenly there, beside me. Her hands gripped my face, strong enough to keep me from drifting under again. Her hair clung to her skin, rain streaking down her cheeks, or maybe tears.
"Jeff," she said, her voice breaking. "Jeff, I’m here. You’re safe."
Safe. The word didn’t make sense. I’d been staring down the end, waiting for it. Varrick’s gun. His eyes. The moment it would all stop. Now he was gone. The shift was too sudden. I didn't understand what happened.
She pulled my head against her shoulder, cradling me. I could feel her shaking, maybe from the cold, maybe from her adrenaline. I tried to move, to talk, but I struggled to breathe, my chest tight, my arms useless.
"I’ve got you," she kept saying, over and over, close to my ear. "I’ve got you now. You’re safe."
I wanted to believe her, but the edges of my vision were darkening. I saw flashes of Amy’s face, the sound of her laugh, the way she held Mr. Bunny. The sound of the waves came back, louder now, as if they were pulling me toward them.
Lynn's hands pressed hard against my chest, sending fresh waves of pain through me. I gasped. She whispered apologies, but kept the pressure firm.
"I shot him," she said, her words tumbling out fast and desperate. "I saw him standing over you. I saw the gun. He wasn't taking you away from me."
"Lynn." I managed to say her name, my voice barely more than air.
She nodded, her tears blending with the relentless drizzle that surrounded us. She reached for her radio with shaking hands, her fingers fumbling before securing a grip. "I need an ambulance," she shouted, her voice cracking with desperation. "I need backup! Now!"
Overlapping voices scrambled the garbled response from the radio, making it impossible for me to decipher what was being said. A wave of cold water washed over my chest, numbing the searing pain. I felt Lynn trying to pull me towards the beach, then sitting back in the water. I wanted her to let me sleep. I heard her voice, next to me, so close.
Trying to fight the fading world, I fixed my gaze on her, on the way her eyes stayed locked on mine, refusing to let me drift. I held on to the feel of her hands keeping pressure, to the sound of her voice keeping me here.
"I should never have left you," she said, her voice breaking. "I should have been here sooner. I ran all the way here from the station."
I tried to talk, but all I could manage were croaking sounds.
"Jeff, stay here with me. I love you. I need you."
The storm had faded away, but in that moment, with Lynn's arms around me and her tears falling on my face, I felt the storm inside of me doing the same. I looked up at her, seeing strength and fear. I wanted to sleep. A gentle warmth seemed to surround me. I heard her words again as I closed my eyes.
"I love you, Jeff," she pleaded, holding me tighter as the waves crashed around us. "Stay with me. Damnit! Don't leave me now." She was crying, her face next to mine.
I tried to talk, to say something, to let her know that I heard her. She said she loved me, and if those were the last words I ever heard, I could die with that. But if I had one breath left, it was to tell her I loved her back. She needed to know. She had to know.







CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

I heard the voices before I saw them. Distant, commanding. I felt arms moving me, lifting. Bitter cold. I opened my eyes. Lynn's face hovered above mine. She kept pressing something on my chest. The pain had become a dull throb, distant and somehow belonging to someone else.
"They're coming," she kept saying. "Just stay with me. Stay awake. I'm here, Jeff."
I tried to focus on her face, but my vision kept blurring, the world tilting at odd angles. The storm was over, or maybe that was just my perception fading in and out.
Someone was shouting orders. Steve's voice, authoritative, steady. "Get him out of the water."
I tried to turn my head to see what was happening. Through the haze, I caught glimpses of uniformed deputies converging around me, their flashlights sweeping across me, moving me, lifting. Someone was pulling aside my coat, cutting my shirt. The cold air hit my wet skin, sending a violent shiver through me that awakened fresh pain.
"Gunshot wound, lower chest, significant blood loss, patient semi-conscious," a new voice said, clinical and detached.
I tried looking for Varrick's body. I needed to know he was dead.
"Jeff, look at me," Lynn said, her hand on my cheek, turning my face back toward hers. "Don't worry about him. You can just focus on staying awake. "
I felt myself being lifted onto something solid, a backboard. The movement sent waves of burning pain through me. Someone is pressing a bandage on my chest. A mask, I twist away, but they're firm, I feel air, oxygen. I finally breathe.
I must have made some sound because Lynn's hand found mine, squeezing tight. The distant sound of a siren. Radio talk. A warm blanket over me. Finally, warmth. Smooth darkness, a gentle sleep.
"Jeff," Lynn's voice loud, jarring me awake. "Jeff, we're taking you to the Life Flight helicopter."
I tried to imagine all of us crammed into a helicopter. If they would just let me sleep…
"I'm coming with him," I heard Lynn yell.
"Ma'am, sorry but… "
"She rides with him," Steve commanded. "She's family."
Family. The word echoed in my mind as they began carrying me. The journey was a jarring series of sensations, the backboard swaying, rain still falling on my face, voices calling to each other over the wind.
Lynn's hand slipped back into mine. Someone was driving. Too many lights.
"High school football field," someone shouted. "Fifteen minutes out."
"Hanging Ringers." Someone shouted. I saw myself in the center of the field, the stadium full of cheering people, as a team of doctors in football helmets began operating on me. I tried to laugh. I knew it wasn’t real, but it felt better than thinking about dying.
"BP's dropping," someone said. "Giving epinephrine."
Hands moved efficiently, cutting away the rest of my sodden clothing. I felt the cold metal of the scissors against my skin and heard the snip of fabric being cut away. Someone draped a different blanket over me, its crinkly material a strange comfort.
"You too," a female voice said, and I realized she was talking to Lynn. "You're soaked through. There's a blanket and some scrubs in that compartment. Change before you go into shock, too."
Lynn's hand slipped from mine. I tried reaching for her, but my arm felt strapped down.
"Fluids open," one said. "Drip morphine."
Warmth spread through my arm and into my chest. The pain receded further, and the edges of the world grew softer, less defined.
Throbbing, loud noises, yelling voices, and people moving me. I called Lynn's name, fearful. I didn't want to lose her! She was here, she was with me.
I felt her hand slip back into mine, heard her voice. "How long to the hospital?" she asked.
"About thirty minutes," someone answered. "They'll be ready for him."
Thirty minutes. It seemed like an eternity and no time at all. I felt myself drifting, pulled under by the morphine and blood loss. Lynn's hand in mine was the only thing keeping me tethered to consciousness.
"Jeff," her voice so close. I felt her hair on my face. "Stay with me. Stay, and I'll stay with you. I promise."
I opened my eyes, tried focusing on her face, on the way her lips pressed together when she was worried. But the darkness kept pulling at me, offering a relief from the pain and confusion.
Lynn's voice, "How bad is it?"
"He's stabilized," a man replied, his voice low. "That's all we can do right now."
I closed my eyes, not wanting to see the fear those words brought to Lynn's face. Other faces appeared, including Laura's smile on our wedding day. Amy is laughing as she plays hide and seek. Charlie is standing beside me. The images start fading, evaporating. I yelled for them. Desperate.
"Jeff," Lynn's voice pulled me back. "Tell me about Charlie. What was he like as a puppy?"
I recognized what she was doing, trying to keep me conscious, engaged. I tried to focus, to form words through the haze. I was holding Charlie inside my jacket. A puppy. He was shaking, cold, and scared.
"Cold," I tried to say.
"You're cold?"
I held Charlie tight, protecting him. That's my job. Protect and serve. I wanted to call out to Charlie and tell him that I'll protect him.
"Ten minutes out," someone called out.
"Stay with me," she said again, her voice catching. "We're there."
The heavy throbbing of the rotors brought me back. I needed to reassure her, to tell her I wasn't going anywhere, but the words wouldn't come. Instead, I squeezed her hand, hoping she understood.
Paramedic hands, checking, adjusting, working. The helicopter, rocking me deeper into a gray half-consciousness where time had no meaning.
Then, brightness, moving, loud voices. A world of light.
"Epigastric gunshot wound, BP 90/60, pulse 120, two liters Ringer's infused en route..."
I felt myself being lifted, my body weightless for a moment before settling onto another gurney. Lynn’s hand slipped from mine, and the panic was instant, sharp enough to cut through the fog. I tried to reach for her, but my arm barely moved. It felt like even that small effort might drain what little I had left.
"I’m here," she said, her voice close again, pulling me back. She moved beside me as they wheeled me through the automatic doors. "I’m not leaving."
The hallway lights slid past above me in fractured bursts — tile, light, tile, light — the rhythm both hypnotic and terrifying. The world had narrowed to the rectangle of ceiling above, the sound of shoes on polished floors, and Lynn’s voice threading through it all.
Hands were on me, fast and efficient, cutting away the soaked fabric, exposing the wound to the blinding hospital light. I wanted to tell them to hurry, that I could feel myself slipping, but no sound came out.
"OR 2 prepped and ready," a voice said from somewhere beyond my line of sight.
Lynn’s face leaned over me, her eyes glassy but steady. She was holding it together for me, and I knew it. "You’re going to fight, Jeff," she said, each word deliberate, as if willing them into my bones. "Listen to me. I am here. You will survive."
I believed her because I needed to. I wanted to tell her that. I wanted to tell her everything — the gratitude for her being here, the fear clawing at me, and the truth I hadn’t said out loud. That I loved her.
The mask came down over my face. A warmth slid into my veins. My vision blurred at the edges. I fought to hold her face in focus, to stay here a little longer, to keep her voice in my ears in case it was the last thing I ever heard. I saw her standing in the hallway, Steve beside her, watching as they wheeled me away. My family. In that moment, despite everything, I knew I had a reason to live.
###
I’m trying to pull the car out of the tree by myself. My high school gym teacher, Mr. Belcher, is grinning like he knows I can do it. He hands me a rope, and I take it, though it’s too short. I’ve got a kite I can tie to the bumper, that’ll make it work.
Somewhere behind me, a voice drifts in — faint, as if from another room. “Jeff, time to come home.” My mother’s voice. Then just my name, stretched and slow.
“Jeff…”
It comes again, clearer. “Jeff…”
The car, the rope, Mr. Belcher, and the kite all dissolve. I turn toward the voice. 
Laura is there.
She's close enough to touch. She looks exactly as she did before the accident, her eyes clear, her face calm. Her voice says my name, steady and warm.
“Jeff.”
Amy is there too, laughing, Mr. Bunny pressed to her chest. Her eyes shine. “Mommy came home, Daddy.”
The sight hits in a way I can’t prepare for. Relief and pain at the same time. I reach for them. The motion feels slow, like I’m moving through heavy air.
Relief floods through me. I see it now, the light in Amy’s eyes, the stillness in Laura’s. They’re safe. Safe because of me. The fight, the pain, all of it had brought them here, together.
Laura takes my hand, warm and steady. “We need to go now, Jeff.”
“I want to go with you,” I say, because in this moment, there’s nothing I want more.
Her grip tightens, but her head shakes. “Not yet. You still have work to do.”
The thought of staying feels impossible. I can almost feel the weight leaving my body, the warmth of the light pulling me toward them. If I let go, if I stop fighting, we’ll be together again. We'd be a family again. No more nights alone.
Laura’s voice cuts through the pull. “Amy and I are okay. We’re happy. You made that happen.”
Amy lifts Mr. Bunny, grinning. “You saved him.”
The ache in my chest deepens. “I don’t want to lose you again.”
“You’re not losing us,” Laura says. “We’ll be with you. Always. But you have to live, Jeff.”
“I promised Amy I’d make pancakes,” I hear myself say, even as part of me leans toward them, ready to let go. The pull is strong, almost physical. I want to step out of my broken body and walk with them into whatever comes next.
Laura’s gaze doesn’t waver. “Not yet.”
The pressure in my chest eases a little. Something inside me uncoils, loosening its grip. “What about you?” I ask. “Where are you?”
“There’s more than I can tell.” She doesn’t look away. “We’re happy.”
Amy lifts Mr. Bunny in one hand. “You saved him, Daddy.” She grins. 
The warmth that rises is simple and clean. No guilt in it. Laura’s eyes lock on mine. “It’s okay to love again. Promise me you won’t hold back.”
I want to argue. I want to say there isn’t enough of me left. The words don’t come. I nod.
“Will I see you again?” I ask.
Amy’s laugh lingers as the light around her starts to thin. Both she and Laura seem to be stepping backward, farther away with each heartbeat. My chest tightens, not from pain, but from the knowledge that I can’t follow.
Laura’s voice comes one last time. “We’re with you. That doesn’t end.”
The light dims until it’s just a faint shimmer at the edges of my vision. Then something warm touches my cheek — wet, rhythmic. Charlie. He’s found me. He’s here.
I try to lift my hand to him, but my arm feels heavy, anchored. The warmth stops. Now it’s cooler, more deliberate — a cloth wiping my face.
A voice, close but unfamiliar: “Just wiping your face, Mr. Hanson. You’re in Recovery.”
Shapes move in my peripheral vision. The light above me is steady now, harsh, too white. My eyes close against it, but the voices keep coming, some calm, some clipped, a language of procedure I can’t fully hold onto.
“Vitals holding.” “Watch the line.” “Bed ready in ICU.”
The sensation of motion, my body rolling, weight shifting from one surface to another. Hands on my shoulders, my legs. A brief jolt of pain from somewhere deep inside, enough to make me gasp.
“Easy, Mr. Hanson. Almost there.”
The blur of ceiling tiles slides past above me, broken by the frame of an open doorway. The air changes, cooler, tinged with antiseptic.
A voice, closer now, not part of the medical chatter: “Jeff… ” 
Her voice cuts through everything else, steady and sure. A moment later, she’s beside me, her hand sliding into mine. “I’m here. not leaving.”
I close my eyes. The tide of sleep pulls, then releases. I float between.
“Jeff?” Lynn’s voice. Close. Warm. “Can you hear me?”
A shape leans over me, blurred by the light. The voice is warm, close. I try to speak, but nothing comes out. My eyes close again.
Charlie’s tugging on a rope. For a second, I fight him. The tug turns into pressure on my arm.
A nurse is beside me, checking the tubing that runs from my arm to a clear bag overhead. She adjusts something on a small electronic pump, the display flashing green. I feel a faint coolness in my vein a moment later.
“This will help with the pain,” she says, glancing at the monitor above my bed.
Another figure is behind her. Steve. Rumpled, tired, but standing there with that crooked grin.
“Welcome back,” he says. His voice sounds too loud in the quiet beeps of the ICU. “You look like hell.”
I try to answer, but my throat feels raw. Lynn appears at my side with a cup and straw, holding it to my lips. The water is warm and tastes faintly of plastic, but it’s the best thing I’ve ever had.
“What…” My voice is a rasp. “How long?”
“About eighteen hours,” Lynn says, setting the cup down. “The surgery took four hours. The bullet damaged part of your colon and nicked your liver. They repaired everything and stapled you back up. You’re lucky. Another inch and it would’ve hit your heart.”
Her words land slowly, my mind still moving through fog. I follow the tubes running from my arms to the bags above, listening to the rhythmic beep of the monitor.
“Varrick?” I manage.
Steve steps closer, his expression flattening. “Dead.” 
The word presses into me, heavy and immovable. After everything, the months of looking over my shoulder, the nights lying awake listening for sounds that weren’t there. It’s over. Or it should be. Relief doesn’t come right away. My mind hangs there, waiting for proof, half-expecting the nightmare to claw its way back.
I looked at Lynn, her auburn hair, her eyes. "How did you get to me?"
Lynn’s hand tightens around mine. “I couldn’t sit at the station,” she says. “Not with that storm, knowing he was out there. Steve told me to stay, but…” Her eyes flick toward him, then back to me. “I left.”
Her voice is calm now, but there’s a current underneath it, something raw.
“I tried to drive to your house, but the road was flooded. The wind was blowing so fast that it pulled a tree down across the road. I had to leave it and go on foot.”
I can see her in my mind, the wind tearing at her coat, rain driving sideways, the darkness closing her in.
“By the time I reached your place, I could hear Charlie inside, barking so hard it sounded like it would tear his throat apart. I thought…” She swallows. “I thought maybe I was too late.”
Her fingers tighten around mine again. “I got inside. Charlie was frantic, but you weren’t there. I ran back outside and heard Varrick's scream from the beach.”
Her gaze drifts, just for a moment, like she’s back there again, standing in that storm. “I ran toward it. I saw you on the sand, down. He was standing over you with the gun.”
The air between us feels heavier. She blinks quickly. “I didn’t think. I just—” She stops, her voice breaking.
“You saved my life,” I say. It’s not dramatic, not even loud, but it’s the truth. 
“I wanted to,” she says. Her eyes don’t leave mine.
A nurse steps in with a tablet. “Good to see you awake. The doctor will be by in a bit. We’re adjusting your pain meds.” She checks a line, notes something, and moves out.
Steve lifts a hand in a half-wave. “There's a mountain of paperwork to do. Someone can get me back to town.” He looks to Lynn. “You staying close?”
She nods. “Here and the hotel.”
“Figured. I'll leave the car for you.” 
Steve shifts like he’s about to leave, then stops at the foot of the bed. His eyes meet mine, and for a moment there’s nothing, no words, no movement, just the weight of everything we’ve been through.
“Glad you’re still breathing,” he says finally, the corner of his mouth twitching.
“Me too,” I answer. My voice is rough, but he hears it. We don’t need to spell it out, the close calls, the things we’ve both seen. It’s all there, unspoken.
He gives a small nod, one that says we’re good, and turns toward the door.
This ICU has windows. Light comes in. The monitor ticks off seconds I can feel. I let my eyes rest there and breathe through the pain.
“The surgeon said you were lucky,” Lynn says. She stops. “Another inch and we wouldn’t be here.”
I think of Amy with Mr. Bunny. I think of Laura’s hand in mine. The room goes quiet in my head.
“Did anyone find a stuffed rabbit?” I ask.
“Mr. Bunny?” she says. “I saw it when I was holding you. Then it was gone. Not in evidence. Not on the report.”
“It’s okay,” I say. “He’s where he needs to be.” I don’t try to explain more. Not yet.
I sift through what’s left of the beach, the helicopter, the hallway lights. One line floats up. “You said something to me out there.”
Her cheeks color. “I said a lot. None of it calm.”
“You said you loved me,” I say. I wait. The monitor ticks on.
“Yes,” she says. No flinch. “I meant it.”
Something steady opens in my chest that isn’t pain. “I’ve been falling for you since you showed up with coffee and bacon.” I hear it and almost laugh at myself. It’s true anyway.
She smiles. “Good. Also, poor timing. You’re full of holes.”
“I know what I’m saying,” I tell her. “I’m not guessing anymore.” I squeeze her hand. “I’ll tell you everything when I can. For now, I’m here. With you.”
Her eyes shine. She leans down and kisses me again. It’s brief. Careful. It says what it needs to say.
We sit in the sounds of the room. Air through a vent. Soft footfalls in the hall. The monitor, steady and unhurried now.
“Practical things,” she says, shifting into the job because that’s how she protects us both. “We cleared your house. We’ll repair the door. I’ll get a cruiser to swing by until you’re back. Media already has pieces. We’re keeping your name out of it as long as we can.”
“Joshua Ames,” I say. The name tastes old. “Make sure he knows I never blamed him.”
“I will,” she says. “I’ll find him myself if I have to.”
“Laura’s case,” I add. “I don’t want the rumor to stick.”
“It won’t,” she says. “We’ll put the report out clean. No gaps.”
I nod and let my eyes close. Fatigue rolls over me in slow waves. I don’t fight it.
“Sleep,” she says. Her thumb moves once across my knuckles. “I’m right here.”
I drift and surface in short runs. Nurses check the line. A resident presses on the dressing. Pain flares, then settles. Time breaks apart.
At some point, Steve returns. He stands at the foot of the bed, lowers his voice. “Varrick worked alone. No cartel, no ring. Just a man who broke and took others with him. We found a storage unit. Notes, clippings, an altar to his story. It’s done.”
I breathe easier. Not happy. Not proud. Just done.
“Evidence points to the house break-in and the beach,” he adds. “No other targets. We’ll finish the paperwork and let the town exhale.”
He leaves. Lynn stays. She dozes in the chair and wakes at every change in my breathing.
Near evening, a tech wheels in a portable X-ray. He slides a panel under me. My body protests. I hold still. He nods, takes the shot, checks the screen, and wheels out.
Lynn leans in. “How’s the pain?”
“Present,” I say. “Manageable.”
“You’ll hate the diet,” she says. “Liquids. Broth. Pudding if you behave.”
“Contraband later,” I say. My voice is stronger. I let that register.
She gives a small grin. “Noted.”
We don’t reach for big words. We don’t make promises we can’t keep. We hold the small ones. Breathe in. Breathe out. One minute at a time.
When the nurse dims the lights, the window holds the last strip of day. Clouds still hang over the water, but the worst has moved on. I think of Port Helen, damp streets, closed storefronts, the chatter that follows a night like last night. I think of Charlie on Daisy’s couch, snoring, one paw in the air.
I think of Amy with Mr. Bunny and Laura telling me to stay.
I don’t feel cured. I feel pointed in a direction. That’s enough for now.
Lynn’s hand finds mine again. No speech. No summary. Just contact.
Outside, the storm has ended. Inside, the work begins.







CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

The beeps and hiss of the monitors were steady, but every shift in the bed sent a hot stab of pain through my side. The meds dulled it, but didn’t erase it. Less than twenty-four hours ago, I’d been in the surf, bleeding out beside Varrick’s body. Now I was dry, warm, and breathing, and none of it felt entirely real.
Lynn sat in the chair beside my bed, her hand wrapped around mine, eyes closed but not asleep. Her grip was light, but steady, as if she were making sure I didn’t drift too far away.
There was a tap on the glass. A nurse slid the door open just enough to lean inside. “You’ve got a visitor,” she said. The door eased wider, and Chief Barlow stepped in, moving slowly but steadily, a faint stiffness in his gait.
Lynn sat up straighter. “Chief! What are you doing out of bed? You’re supposed to be resting.”
Barlow smirked. “Cardiologist says walking is good for me. Besides, there are things I need to say before the council leaks it to everyone in town.”
That got both of us looking at him.
He came closer, stopping at the foot of the bed. “I've been making a lot of phone calls this morning. I told the town council that I’m retiring, that it's time for someone else to take the lead. And after everything that’s happened, it wasn’t a hard decision who that someone should be. They voted unanimously. Lynn, you’re the new Port Helen Chief of Police.”
Lynn blinked. For a moment, she just sat there, as if she wasn’t sure she’d heard right. “Me?”
“You,” Barlow said, his tone leaving no room for doubt. “You’ve earned it, and this town’s going to be better for it. The two of you kept this town from landing on the front page for all the wrong reasons. You stopped a killer, and you kept people safe.”
Pain flared in my side, a sharp reminder I wasn’t built for long conversations yet, but I still managed a faint grin. “Told you you’d be good at it,” I said.
"Jeff," Barlow added, "I think you’ve found your place here, whether you’ve said it out loud yet or not.”
He gave a slight nod toward Lynn. “She’s going to need someone she can trust at her side. That doesn’t have to mean wearing a badge.”
Lynn glanced at me, an unspoken question in her eyes. I didn’t have the breath to answer, but I didn’t need to. She could read it on my face.
Barlow added, “I’m buying the Driftwood Inn. Retirement project. Needs work, but I figure if I can survive heart surgery, I can survive fixing up an old inn.”
That drew a laugh from Lynn. “Only you would call that retirement.”
“Better than dropping dead behind a desk,” he said. Then to me: “Heal up. We’re not done seeing what you can do.”
The ache in my side pulsed again, stronger now, and I felt the fatigue settle heavier across me. Barlow must’ve seen it because he gave a short nod, turned, and made his way toward the door. Lynn stayed right where she was, her hand still around mine. 
I must have dozed off, because the next thing I knew, Lynn was standing beside the bed, coaxing a spoonful of watery oatmeal toward me.
“Breakfast of champions,” she said, smiling softly.
I swallowed carefully, the bland mush tasting like cardboard. “You trying to fatten me up?”
“Just keep eating,” she said. “You need the strength.”
By the time she pushed the last spoonful into my mouth, a pair of nurses were at the door with a rolling cart and a clipboard. One of them smiled like she’d done this a hundred times today. “Ready to get out of here, Mr. Hanson?”
The ICU had been a blur of monitors, constant voices, and the sense that someone was always hovering. Now, I’d survived long enough to be downgraded.
They checked my vitals, then peeled back the blanket to examine the wound. The dressing came off in slow, practiced hands. The incision looked angry, ringed in bruising, but the doctor standing behind them nodded, satisfied. “Let’s get him settled somewhere quieter.”
The next few minutes were a blur of motion. My IV lines were untangled and hooked into fresh poles for transport. Every shift of the bed sent a tug through my side, a dull throb that spiked when they eased me onto a new gurney. I gritted my teeth and said nothing.
We rolled past curtained bays, past the central ICU station with its low conversation and beeping monitors, then down a wide hallway where the air smelled faintly less of antiseptic. The lights were softer here. No constant alarms, no frantic energy.
They wheeled me into a room with a wide window and soft, brown walls, a single bed instead of a row of them. A TV hung in the corner, silent. The window overlooked Puget Sound, a streak of gray-blue beneath the cloud layer. A ferry slid across the water toward Bainbridge, its wake trailing behind like a white scar. Beyond that, the Olympics sat hazy and pale, their peaks half-hidden in the mist. A lounge chair and a built-in couch under the window, perfect for Lynn
The nurse reattached the IV lines, adjusted the hanging bags, and checked the monitor leads on my chest.
Lynn followed the whole way, setting her bag down on the chair by the bed as if claiming it. She was still watching me as the nurses left, her eyes scanning my face for signs I wouldn’t admit to.
“It’s better here,” she said quietly.
She was right. It was the first time we had been surrounded by silence since before the storm.
When the night nurse came in to check my vitals and swap out the IV bags, Lynn finally stood. “I should go get cleaned up,” she said. “There’s a hotel just around the corner. I can be back in minutes if you need me.”
I didn’t want her to go, but I could see the exhaustion in her face, the way her shoulders sagged when she thought I wasn’t looking, the faint smudge of fatigue under her eyes. “Go,” I said. “Get some rest.”
“I’ll be back early,” she promised, squeezing my hand before she slipped out.
Sleep came and went in pieces after that, nurses moving in and out, the faint hum of monitors, the shuffle of carts in the hallway.
By the time Lynn reappeared, the first light of morning was sliding across the water outside the window. She wore fresh clothes, her hair damp from the shower, with a faint trace of the hotel's soap still clinging to her.
“It's called the Silver Cloud Hotel, just a block away,” she said, setting her bag down. “Nice, with a restaurant.” She poured some coffee into a paper cup and handed it to me. “Smuggled this past the nurse.”
A hospital aide arrived with a tray: soft scrambled eggs, dry toast, and a little carton of orange juice. I didn’t realize how hungry I was until I smelled it. Lynn pulled the table across my lap, cut the toast into quarters, and slid the eggs closer. “Small bites,” she said, like I might forget how to eat.
I managed a few forkfuls, the warmth settling in my stomach. She kept her chair close, sipping her coffee, watching the water outside more than me.
A knock sounded against the glass panel of the sliding door, and before either of us could answer, it eased open. Steve stepped in, clean-shaven, rested, and back in his work clothes.
Steve grinned when he saw me. “Well, you look better than the last time I saw you. Not by much, but better.”
I managed a half-smile. “Guess I’m setting a low bar.”
He stepped in, shut the door behind him, and nodded toward the breakfast tray. “They're trying to fatten you up so they can sell you by the pound?”
“Something like that,” I said.
Lynn gestured toward the chair near the bed. “Coffee?”
“Tempting,” he said, “but I’m running on my own fuel this morning. Been catching up at the office.” He sat, leaning forward, elbows on his knees. “Figured you might want to know where things stand.”
I set my fork down. “Go ahead.”
He started with Huffsmith. “We dug into his history. Back in the late ’90s, he was a grad student under Dr. Gregory Varrick at UW. He had known Timothy since the kid was in middle school. When Dr. Varrick died in an accident, which, interestingly enough, involved falling on a knife, Huffsmith tried to keep tabs on him. He'd show up on occasion, asking to borrow some money or help with housing. That's how Varrick ended up as a roommate with Varrick, through a roommate service Huffsmith sent him to."
"So there was no other link between the two," Lynn stated.
"After Laura was admitted to the psych unit," Steve said, "Varrick showed up and asked Huffsmith for a job as an aide. Huffsmith pushed the job through HR without the usual procedures."
Lynn shook her head slowly. “No vetting? No background check?”
Steve gave a humorless smile. “That’s the problem with someone like Huffsmith. He knew how to sidestep the rules. Figured if Timothy was in the hospital, he could keep an eye on him. Instead, it gave him access to patients, staff, everything.” 
He leaned back. “Varrick thought he could help Ames by finding out the details on Laura. Ames kicked Varrick out of the apartment because Varrick started acting weird, according to Ames. I guess that's when Varrick decided to switch his affections away from Ames and on to Laura."
"So Huffsmith knew Varrick was having mental issues, but put him to work in a mental hospital," I said. "Just not good management skills."
"We’ve got him on obstruction, wrongful termination of the nurse, and a few other charges. His lawyer’s already talking about a plea deal.”
I glanced at Lynn. “The nurse?”
“She’s fine,” Steve said. “She’s been under protection. Gave us enough to confirm most of what we suspected about Varrick’s movements before the beach.”
“What about Ames?” I asked.
“Cleared,” Steve said firmly. “The collision with Laura was a tragic accident. No cover-up, no criminal intent. He's been in counseling since then, going through the program with new Training Officers. Doing quite well. Winters has been keeping tabs on him, and he will probably end up in Homicide."
The words sat in the air for a moment.
“And Dr. Varrick?” Lynn asked quietly. “Timothy’s father.”
Steve’s eyes flicked toward me, then back to her. “Officially, it’s still listed as an accidental death, fell on his knife while camping with Timothy. But some of the old police notes don’t add up. Missing statements, vague timelines. Probably nothing… but I’ve learned not to ignore ‘probably nothing.’”
I felt a faint tightening in my chest, not from the wound this time. “You think Timothy killed his father?”
“I think,” Steve said, standing, “that Timothy’s been dangerous for a long, long time.” His expression was unreadable, but it told me enough; the case wasn’t over, at least not for him. 
“Captain Winters will be by later. Wants to talk to you himself.”
“About?”
Steve’s smile returned, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “I’ll let him tell you. Just… don’t get any ideas about coming back to work tomorrow.”
I snorted. “Not a chance.”
“Good. No more beaches, no more bullets. I mean it.” He glanced at Lynn, then back at me. “You focus on getting better. That’s your job now.”
With that, he left, the door clicking shut behind him, leaving us with the quiet and the beauty of Puget Sound beyond the window.
Lynn stayed in her chair after Steve left, eyes still on the door.
“Well,” she said finally, “that answers some questions.”
“Not all of them,” I said.
She looked at me then, her gaze steady. “Enough to know you’re not in this alone anymore. Let them carry it now.”
I wanted to argue, to say that knowing Timothy’s history didn’t make it easier to live with what had happened. But she was right — for the first time in months, the danger wasn’t pressing in on us.
Outside the window, a freighter moved slowly across the Sound, its wake spreading like a ripple into the morning light.
Lynn followed my gaze. “It’s calmer today.”
I nodded. “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen calm.”
We didn’t talk for a while after that. She stayed close, sipping her coffee, her presence filling the space where questions had once been.
A knock at the door broke the stillness. This time, Lynn glanced at me before calling, “Come in.”
The man who stepped through looked exactly as I remembered, broad shoulders, iron-gray hair cut close, that steady cop’s gaze that could pin a suspect to the wall without saying a word. Captain Winters carried a paper cup of hospital coffee like it was a badge.
“Morning, Hanson.” His eyes shifted briefly to Lynn. “Ma'am.”
“Captain,” Lynn said, standing.
“Sit, sit,” he waved her back down, then pulled a chair from the corner and set it by the bed. “From what I hear, I need to call you Chief now. Well deserved." Then he looked back at me, "Figured I’d better come in person. We’ve been talking about you back at the department.”
“That doesn’t sound good,” I said.
He cracked the faintest smile. “Depends on your perspective.” He leaned forward, forearms on his knees. “You’ve been on extended paid leave since the accident. That can’t go on forever. I think you know that.”
I nodded once. “Yeah.”
“The city’s lawyers have been… let’s say, aware… that you have grounds for a civil case.” He paused, measuring my reaction. “You’ve said you wouldn’t sue. I believe you, although you have every right to sue, and I do not doubt that you would win a substantial amount. They would like you to return to the office and resume work. That is not going to happen unless you want it to.”
Lynn’s eyes flicked toward me. “What are you saying?”
“I’m saying,” Winters said, “that there are people in our police department who know what happened and would back you up in court. The money counters are not used to seeing that kind of unity. In a moment of wisdom, they put together a settlement offer. Enough to set you up if you decide not to come back. Full pension, medical, all benefits intact, plus you will walk away with a number you can live on for a long time.”
I let the words settle. "Captain, I …"
"No, you don't," he interrupted. "Good cops support one another. We stick together. You're one of the best. You went through hell, and they would go through hell for you." 
I looked at him, trying to read the part he wasn’t saying. “Do you want me back?”
Winters’ gaze didn’t shift. “I want you to be where you can live with yourself. If that’s here, fine. If it’s somewhere else, fine. What I want,” he said, leaning forward just enough for the words to pin me, “is for you to stay alive. And be alive. The rest is your call.”
Lynn’s hand tightened around mine under the blanket.
Winters stood, the conversation clearly over in his mind. At the door, he glanced back. “Whatever you choose, Hanson… don’t look back with regret. And if you ever need me, you call. Doesn’t matter when. Doesn’t matter why.”
The door clicked shut behind Winters, leaving a stillness in the room broken only by the low hum of machines. Lynn stayed in her chair, her fingers still wrapped loosely around mine.
“You’re quiet,” she said, studying my face.
I took a long breath, letting the words settle in my chest before speaking. “He’s right, you know. About the settlement. About… all of it.”
Her brow furrowed, like she was bracing for an answer she didn’t want to hear. “Jeff, you don’t have to decide right now. You’ve just been through—”
“I decided,” I said, my voice low but certain. "I think I decided quite a while ago, but there is no doubt now.
That stopped her.
“I don’t want to go back to Seattle,” I continued. “Not to the job, not to the empty house. I would be living like a ghost there, and I’m done with it. Port Helen isn’t just where I ended up. It’s where I want to be. With you. With Charlie. With… whatever’s next.”
Her lips parted slightly, like she had something to say, but I kept going before the courage slipped away.
“This isn’t about running from the past. It’s about choosing the future I want. And I want it here. With you.”
For a moment, she didn’t move, didn’t speak, just looked at me, her eyes searching mine. Then she reached up, brushed her fingers against my cheek in a touch so gentle I barely felt it.
“You’re sure?” she asked.
“I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.”
Her hand slipped back into mine, squeezing. “Then I guess we start figuring out what ‘here’ looks like.”
I nodded. “We start now.”
We sat there for a long moment, the decision settling between us. As I looked at Lynn and felt her hand in mine, I knew I was home already. 






CHAPTER THIRTY

The coffee brewed while I was still drying my hair. I hadn’t meant to stay in the shower so long, but the heat loosened something in my shoulders that had been clenched for days, maybe weeks. Outside the kitchen window, gulls circled over the harbor, and a ship's horn groaned through the early morning fog. Some things didn’t change, even when everything else did.
Charlie lay curled on the rug by the door, his head lifted just enough to watch me move. He still had a small shaved patch on his side where the stitches had been, but the fur was coming back, soft and thick. He’d stopped limping. Most days, he beat me to the stairs, ready to chase away the rabbits, chipmunks, and lurking ghosts.
I poured the coffee and stood at the sink, letting the warmth of the mug bleed into my palms. The house was quiet in a way that no longer felt hollow. Steve was back in Seattle, said Port Helen was just too quiet. I understood, of course. Most homicide detectives are adrenaline junkies. Looking back, I was the same, always on the hunt, solving puzzles, catching the bad guys. 
Charlie and I stepped out onto the porch. The boards were damp, cool under my bare feet. Steve had built this deck himself, a fact he shared in detail as we toasted my new home with a glass of Southern Comfort. The three of us, Lynn, Steve, and I, had traded barbs and joked about the price long before we got serious. Once we agreed, Steve shocked us by cutting it in half. 
Lynn was settling into her role as Chief of the growing Port Helen police department. An expanded budget allowed her to add three more officers. Most nights she went home to her place, though sometimes she stayed. This morning, it was just me and Charlie.
The Seattle newspaper lay folded on the counter, still damp from the mailbox. The story was small, tucked below the fold: Local Man Identified as Serial Murder Suspect in Multi-State Investigation. Three paragraphs, a few official statements, and a line that misquoted me as saying I was “grateful for closure.” I hadn’t said that. Not exactly. I’d said I was grateful it was over. Closure was a different thing entirely.
Charlie perked up, then went to the door, hearing the sound of tires on gravel. We stepped out on the porch as Lynn drove up. The moment she opened her door, Daisy jumped past her and ran up the stairs to Charlie. We laughed as the dogs acted like long-lost friends, even though they had only been separated since late last night.
“Coffee?” I asked.
She held up her travel mug. “Beat you to it.”
She stepped up beside me on the porch and looked out over the bluff. The air smelled like salt and thawed mud. The wind was lifting, warm, but just barely.
“Feels different,” she said.
“Spring might be here,” I said.
She nodded. That wasn’t what she meant. I smiled and held her close. We shared a gentle kiss. There were no questions between us. What we had ran deep, complete, honest. 
I finished my coffee and set the mug on the railing. “You want to walk?”
“Yeah,” she said, already stepping down the stairs. "You're not going barefoot, are you?'
Boots finally on, I moved slowly, but not because I had to anymore. My stride was steady now, not perfect, not pain-free, but mine again. Charlie and Daisy stayed ahead, chasing scents only they could decipher.
As we walked closer to town, there was a sense of new life. A crew wrestled crab traps off a flatbed, laughing in short bursts that carried up on the wind. A boat engine belched smoke as it started, then settled into a purr as it moved away from shore. The diner’s window was painted with bright tulips. At the hardware store, a display of seed packets fluttered in the breeze.
Port Helen, stretching awake after the storm.
A pickup rolled past on the road behind us. The driver leaned out, sun catching the bill of his cap. “Morning, Chief.”
Lynn raised a hand in reply, her face unreadable. No fanfare. No smile. Just acknowledgment. The way people had spoken to Barlow for years.
We stopped at the overlook near the lighthouse. The rocks below were slick and dark from the tide. Out on the horizon, a line of clouds hung low, harmless for now. Somewhere far to the right was Seattle, and all the ghosts that came with it.
“You’re moving better,” Lynn said, not quite looking at me.
“Trying not to limp unless I want sympathy.”
She gave a half-smile. “Does it work?”
“Only on dogs.”
Charlie huffed and lay down in a patch of sun, head on his paws.
Lynn checked her watch. “I’ll go back, get the truck, and take Daisy home,” she said. “Meet you at the café?”
“Twenty minutes,” I said. “I won't let them give away our table.”
She smirked. “You’re not that popular yet.”
She turned and started back toward the house, Daisy following her. Charlie watched them go, ears perked, and glanced at me for confirmation. I gave a low whistle, and he fell in beside me as I turned toward the trail that would wind us down to the cafe.
The sun had climbed higher. You could almost believe the cold was done for good.
The café had undergone a transformation since winter; gone were the storm shutters and sandbags by the door, replaced by a planter full of blooming daffodils. There were a few tourists, and more locals had returned to their favorite seats. 
It smelled like bacon and fresh coffee, the kind of morning scent that's a hallmark of small towns. Sunlight streamed through the front windows, casting a warm gold stripe across the floor. Charlie found his usual spot under the table and let out a sigh like he owned the place. Sherri set down a cup of coffee. "Lynn coming?"
"In a bit. I'll order when she gets here."
With that, she went off to wait on others.
I was halfway through my coffee when the man from the night of the storm walked in. I didn’t recognize him at first. 
He spotted me right away, though his eyes flicked briefly toward the counter, probably remembering the moment Mike shoved him into it and shouted over the radio that he’d caught the killer. That wasn’t the kind of thing you forgot. Not when the cuffs left bruises and you spent three hours in the station being interrogated before anyone realized you were just a reporter with bad timing and a worse raincoat.
He walked over with a cautious sort of respect, not quite sure if I’d tell him to leave. I didn’t. Just nodded and motioned to the chair across from me.
He sat down, unzipping a windbreaker. “Mr. Hanson, I appreciate you not tossing me out. I owe you and your department an apology for the way I came in that night. I’d been chasing rumors down the coast for three weeks, trying to get ahead of what happened here. Instead, I ended up with a bruised hip and handcuff imprints.”
I gave a small smile. “Could’ve been worse. Could’ve been one of the other guys that night. You’re lucky it was Mike who tackled you. He still believes in not breaking collarbones.”
He laughed, relieved that I wasn’t holding a grudge. “Fair enough. Look, I’ve been reading everything I can find: the press releases, brief statements, and even the funeral notices. But it’s thin. People want more. They want to understand who Varrick was, how far it went. Why did he target you? You were the common thread, Jeff. All the way back to Seattle. And then he follows you here? That’s not random.”
I stirred my coffee. It had gone lukewarm. Outside the window, someone was tying a kayak to the roof of a Subaru, a child bouncing in the passenger seat.
“He wasn’t a riddle,” I said. “There’s no puzzle to solve. He was a man who killed people. The reasons don’t matter once you get past the blood.”
“But there’s always a reason,” he pushed gently. “Even chaos has patterns. I’ve talked to experts, profilers, and forensic psychologists. One of them said that level of fixation usually starts with a triggering event. Something personal. Something intimate.”
I met his eyes. “I was a homicide cop. You work enough cases, someone like him is bound to notice you. And if they’re mentally sick enough, that’s all it takes. He wasn’t acting out some grand trauma. He was just broken in a way that didn’t make sense to anybody but him.”
He didn’t write that down. He didn’t have to. I could see the hesitation in his face, the itch to keep digging, to pry under the surface and find the story I wasn’t telling. But I wasn’t going to give him the piece he wanted.
After a moment, he closed his notebook. “You sure there’s nothing more?”
“There’s always more,” I said. “But not all of it needs to be shared.”
He nodded. Stood. “If you change your mind…”
“I won’t.”
He paused, then offered his hand. I shook it. We had an understanding, unspoken, an agreement between professionals. He knew. He would run with the story if I had opened up, but the handshake closed his interest.
Lynn came in a few minutes later, took her jacket off, and slid into the chair across from me.
“Sherri says you’re late,” I said.
“Daisy's training to be a police dog. She had to investigate every blade of grass in her path.”
“Sounds about right.”
Sherri came over with two plates and a fresh pot of coffee. “Not giving you two a chance to order. Here's a double order for you,” she said to me, setting down eggs, bacon, and toast with an approving look. “Don’t pretend you’re not still rebuilding.”
“I wouldn’t dare,” I said.
She poured refills without asking. “Barlow was in here an hour ago, talking my ear off. Said construction crews are finally breaking ground at the Driftwood.”
“Expansion’s real then,” Lynn said, stirring her coffee.
“Ten new rooms. Maybe twelve if they squeeze,” Sherri said. “He wants to add weddings, retreats, all that out-of-towner business. Said he’s already getting calls.”
Lynn raised an eyebrow. “Hope he remembers this is a five-cop town.”
“Was a five-cop town,” Sherri said. “With everything happening, it feels like we’re growing up fast.”
She gestured vaguely toward the window. “You see the dock upgrades? They’re adding new slips for deep water anchoring. More boats this year already.”
“And two new shops are opening next to the bakery,” Lynn added. “One of them’s a wine bar.”
I paused, toast halfway to my mouth. “Port Helen has a wine bar now?”
“Not yet,” Lynn said. “But soon.”
Sherri snorted. “We’ll see how long that lasts after one good storm.”
She moved off to check another table. I watched her go, then looked out the window at Main Street. There was a new coat of paint on the post office. A flower box under the library window. People were out and moving, not just surviving, but building.
“Place is waking up,” I said.
Lynn nodded slowly. “Storm’s over.”
I looked at the plate, watched Sherri wait on others, felt Charlie at my feet, then looked at Lynn.
"What?" she asked.
Maybe my eyes got moist because of what I was feeling. There were no words. She reached across the table and placed her hand on mine.
I took a deep breath and leaned back. 
"I'm home."
I told her about the reporter as we ate, how he had kept trying to dig. "Just doing his job, like any good reporter," she said.
"But I believe he's put it away now."
Lynn’s phone buzzed. She pulled it from her jacket and checked the screen.
“It’s Barlow.” She listened a moment, then stood up.
I couldn’t hear the words, just the shift in her tone.
“We’ll be right there.”
She hung up, grabbed her coat, and met my eyes. “Barlow says the construction crew at the Driftwood found a body.”
We headed out, Charlie at my heel. I glanced back just before the door closed behind us, looking at our unfinished breakfast.
We pulled up to the Driftwood Inn ten minutes later.
Parts of the building were stripped down to their bones, exposing the framing. Gravel crunched under the tires as we pulled into what was the parking lot. Now it was a construction zone, stacked lumber, and a half-dug trench that cut through the center like a scar.
Barlow was there, standing near the trench, hands on his hips, dressed like someone who still thought of himself as Chief even if the badge was long gone. He gave us a grim nod as we got out.
“They were setting the foundation posts,” he said. “Barely a foot down when the guy in the backhoe saw something.”
Lynn walked closer to the edge. “Your crew touch it?”
“No. I shut them down, called you first.”
He was all business, but I caught the tension in his jaw. He hadn’t signed up for this.
Charlie stayed close to my side as I stepped around the machine and looked into the pit. The earth had been peeled back, wet, dark, raw. And there, exposed at the base of the shallow trench, was a body, still covered, just the legs showing. Pale. Human. Face up.
It hadn’t been dumped. It had been placed, buried. Carefully.
Lynn crouched low. “Doesn't look that old,” she said. “Could be quite recent.”
“Within the past week or two,” I said quietly.
She didn’t reply. But I saw her eyes narrow.
“Whoever did this might have known that this area would be covered in concrete,” I said.
“And no one would ever find the body,” she replied. 
“Ten new rooms,” Barlow muttered behind us. “I quit being a cop and bought a hotel. Now I have to stop because of a dead body.”
Lynn stood and pulled out her phone. “I'll get the Sheriff to send a forensics team."
Charlie sat beside me, tail still, ears high, watching the body like it might move.
“Thoughts?” Lynn asked.
“Hard to say until we get it out,” I said. “But something about it feels... like it's just the beginning of something.”
Lynn looked down at the exposed earth, then back at me. “Well,” she said, brushing a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “Looks like we’ve got work to do.”
I glanced at the trench, then at the town beyond: gulls wheeling over the harbor, sunlight cutting across rooftops, a few early flowers pushing through winter-stiff soil.
Charlie gave a soft bark, as if he agreed.
“Guess Port Helen’s not done surprising us,” she said, smiling. Real this time. No shadows in it. Just the spark of someone who knew exactly who she was, and where she belonged.
“Good,” I said. “I was starting to get bored.”
She gave me a look. “You were never bored. You were pretending to be retired.”
I laughed. “Didn’t take.”
We turned together toward the open parking lot, to the town we both chose, not just to survive in, but to live in.
The storm had passed. The season had changed. The past was buried.
Now, we were ready to dig into what came next.

FINCH	NO SAFE HARBOR	
- END -



