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        A Note on Setting

        

        While many locations in this book are true to life, some details of the settings have been changed. Only one character in these pages exists in the real world: Thomas Austin’s corgi, Run. Her personality mirrors that of my own corgi, Pearl. Any other resemblances between characters in this book and actual people is purely coincidental. In other words, I made them all up.

        

        Thanks for reading,

        D.D. Black

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “The course of true love never did run smooth."

        -William Shakespeare

      

        

      
        “Love is a battlefield.”

        -Pat Benatar
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    




      Tracyton, Eastern Shore of Dyes Inlet

      “Robin, did you hear that?” Velma Wakefield asked as she closed the door behind her, turning the knob on her red front door to ensure that it had locked.

      Robin didn’t respond.

      “Robin, what was that?”

      This time the golden retriever stopped halfway across the driveway and stared at Velma as if to say, C’mon, mom.

      The dawn air was cool, even for October, and Velma pulled her crocheted cardigan tighter as she walked across her driveway. The acrylic yarn was surprisingly warm and the yellow, blue, and pink variegated-pastels stretched responsively around her thin frame.

      She stepped down from the porch. “Sounded like—I don’t know—whistling.” Velma gave a tiny whistle as if illustrating her point to her beloved dog.

      Robin, who’d moved across the parking lot and turned onto the path that led along the bank of Dyes Inlet—their regular morning course—stopped, his ears perking up at the sound.

      “Like that, Robin, whistling. Did you hear it?”

      Robin sat patiently, cocking his head as if to say, Can you conclude whatever you're cogitating on so we can proceed with our walk?

      She’d always spoken to her dogs as though they could understand her, and it didn’t bother her that they sometimes looked at her as if she were mad. And Robin, a golden retriever with floppy ears and thoughtful eyes, was the smartest dog she’d ever had.

      Velma caught up and touched his head. “Okay, you’re right. Probably nothing. Or perhaps it was a boater.” They were past the late-summer fishing season, but some anglers came out onto the water into late October.

      Now on the dirt trail that led south toward the Lions Park, she and Robin froze, hearing the distant hum of an engine, which had a little whistle to it, and the gurgle of water. “That’s it! Just a boater. Nothing to be concerned about, Robin.” She waved down the path. “Carry on.”

      Velma had lived in the little white house with the red door for sixty-six years, her entire life. Her parents had died in a car accident when she was nineteen, only a month before she was set to move into her first apartment. She’d inherited the little waterfront home and never moved. Every morning at dawn, Velma walked the trail along the eastern shore of Dyes Inlet. A mile out and a mile back. She was no athlete, but it was enough to get her about 4,500 steps. A good start on her daily goal of 10,000.

      Using a little flashlight attached to her keychain to light the trail, Velma carried on, keeping a few yards behind Robin, who knew this path like he knew how to find weak seams on a stuffed animal. She didn’t know why she kept buying him stuffed ducks and horses and chickens; he always destroyed them within a day or two. But he seemed to enjoy it and, after all, he was her best friend, one of her only friends.

      Together they’d walked this trail every morning for over ten years. Before that, Velma had walked it with some combination of Dangerfield, Pryor, and Lampanelli. Four decades of walks along this path with four Goldens, all named after one of her favorite comedians. She knew it was fashionable to call people like her OCD or obsessive, but she simply enjoyed doing the same thing to begin each day. In a chaotic, unpredictable world, it was good to have something to count on. Rain or shine, this little path, a mile out and a mile back, was always here for her. She had her house, her Robin, and this walk.

      She breathed in deeply, taking in the cold, crisp air and the scent of old leaves. Then she stopped. Where was Robin? He’d been right up ahead, and she’d lost track of him in her reveries.

      “Robin?”

      No response. She listened carefully, but heard nothing.

      “Robin?”

      Arrrfff!

      That was Robin’s third kind of bark.

      He had three distinct barks—at least—and the third indicated that something was wrong. Unlike the polite bark he used when he wanted to come in from the backyard, or the excited bark he used when she returned from an outing, this one had a note of something’s wrong.

      Arrrfff!

      This time, Robin’s bark came with more noise, the sound of the golden retriever hurrying toward her on the path. He bounded up, skidding to a stop in the dirt and nearly knocking her over before doing a circle around her and continuing back in the direction he’d just come from. Before he rounded the bend, he turned and looked back as if to say, C’mon, I gotta show you something.

      Velma glanced around the trail instinctively, thinking back to the last time Robin had done this. It had been a couple years ago and he’d been leading her to the base of a tree where a light brown squirrel lay dead, likely hit by a car and injured before scrambling the few dozen yards from the road and down the embankment to die in peace off the path.

      She followed quickly. “Alright, Alright, Robin. Here I come, Mr. Man.”

      She walked around a bend, then another, to where a gap in the trees led down a gentle slope toward the still water. Decades of anglers had leveled out the bank and left fishing line and the occasional lure stuck in the trees that hung overhead.

      Robin had stopped about a yard away from the shore.

      Arrrfff!

      He glanced at her, then at the water. No, not the water. He was trying to show her something else. What was that in the darkness?

      Velma stepped off the path and down the slope, raising her little flashlight.

      When she saw it, she froze.

      Robin stood over the top half of a body, naked from the waist up, the top of a pair of jeans barely visible, the rest of the person’s lower half disappearing into the water.

      She gasped and stepped back instinctively, putting her hand over her mouth.

      Robin leaned in closer, sniffing, and pressed his nose into the cheek of the dead… was it a woman? Velma shone the flashlight across the face. Yes, a woman, with light gray hair, long and tangled in a wet mess. She lay face down, arms at her side. She appeared to be older, fifties or possibly sixties, close to Velma’s own age. And her pale back was scratched and….

      Oh, God.

      Not scratched.

      Carved.

      “Robin, come! No, don’t touch it. Don’t touch her.”

      Velma put Robin on his leash and hurried a few paces up the path, then froze and looked back at the woman’s body.

      Forty-four years ago, when Velma was eighteen years old, a girl named Miriam Maria McKenzie had been found in Dyes Inlet. It could have been an accident except for one horrifying detail: Miriam had been found with a heart-shaped carving in her lower back.

      Newspapers at the time had printed the photographs and they’d lived in the far recesses of Velma’s mind ever since. Pale flesh, slightly damp skin, and a crude, inexact carving of a heart dug a fifth of an inch into Miriam’s flesh, as though the wicked task had been performed with an old hunting knife.

      The case had rocked what was, back then, a much smaller community. Miriam had been a popular girl—daughter of a well-liked car salesman in Bremerton, former head cheerleader at the local high school, and a perky assistant to a local florist.

      It sickened Velma to think about it.

      She blinked in the pale dawn light, trying to see the carving, trying not to see the carving, trying to convince herself to walk away. She angled her flashlight to the center of the woman’s back once again.

      The carving was similar to the one etched into her mind from the photographs.

      Not similar.

      Almost identical.

      She had to call the police, but she didn’t carry a cellphone. She doubled over, sickness and panic filling her whole body.

      Arrrfff!

      Robin let out his concerned bark and began tugging the leash toward home.

      Velma allowed herself to be pulled up the path, mind in a panic, thoughts dancing like dried fall leaves on a cold wind.
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      Christopher Palini, Gretchen Voohrees, Jorge Diaz Lopez, and Jackson Baker, III. Thomas Austin ran the names through his head as though repeating a silent mantra.

      He flipped over the eggs with a quick move of the wrist, then stirred the onions and peppers, which sizzled in the pan. From the toaster he grabbed the rolls and set them on two clean plates, already spread with apple slices and grapes.

      Christopher Palini, Gretchen Voohrees, Jorge Diaz Lopez, and Jackson Baker, III. A few months back, those four names had emerged as aberrations in a search of a massive trove of documents he’d received, documents connected to a big investigation into the Namgung crime family, a gang with ties to Southeast Asian and Colombian drug smuggling, as well as New York law enforcement. And, possibly, to the murder of his wife, Fiona.

      The NYPD and FBI had been working on bringing down the Namgungs for years, but it was a case full of complexity, overlapping jurisdictions, and dead ends. He knew those four people could be connected to his wife’s death, but he had no idea how. After months of dead ends and frustration, he’d recently made some progress. Not much progress, but, at this point, any movement was positive.

      “Food almost ready?” Anna called from the bedroom. This was her second time sleeping over at his place in the last month, but hearing a woman’s voice call from his bedroom was still a surprise.

      “Just a minute,” he called back, placing the fried eggs on a toasted base, adding the sautéed peppers and onions, shaking on a bit of hot sauce, then topping it with the rest of the roll to make a sandwich.

      Carrying the plates, he made his way into the bedroom, where Anna sat up in bed, scrolling absentmindedly on her phone. “Smells great,” she said without looking up.

      “You said we should eat healthier,” Austin replied, sitting next to her and kissing her on the cheek. “So I skipped the donuts and pancakes, and, sadly, left the bacon in the fridge.” He handed her a plate. “New York City style egg sandwich with vinegar peppers.”

      Anna took the plate, smiling. “I need a pick-me-up.”

      Austin sat at the foot of the bed, setting the plate on his lap. “What do you mean?”

      She tossed her phone on a pillow. “Still job hunting and…” she let out a frustrated sigh… “it’s bleak out there for middle-aged reporters who haven’t got a million Instagram followers and don't even know how to use TikTok. Since when did making short form video content have anything to do with being a reporter?”

      Austin laughed. “Eat your sandwich. It’s the only thing that will heal your pain.”

      After working as a freelance crime reporter for years, Anna’s opportunities had been thinning for quite some time. Circulation was decreasing at the local papers, and her compensation along with it. Lately, she’d been applying for full-time work all around the state, but it seemed as though the jobs were moving to online platforms faster than ever.

      She bit into the sandwich. “Mmmmm,” she managed as she chewed.

      Run, Austin’s corgi, ambled into the room cautiously. Her short legs supported a long, low-set body, and the white stripe that came between her eyes met her muzzle and connected to her mouth, which was framed by the white ruff collar around her neck. This morning she wasn’t wearing her usual smile. Instead, she cocked her head to the side, staring at Anna. It was as though Run knew that something was different. And, Austin thought, something was.

      Anna was the only woman who’d stayed the night since he’d moved to Hansville. It wasn’t that Run didn’t like Anna—she did—but she was still skeptical at the whole sleepover thing. After all, she was used to having Austin to herself. But Run could never resist the smell of food. She eyed Austin for a moment, then lay along the wall, as far away from them as she could while remaining in the room and within glare-shot. Austin had taken quite a few pictures of her glare and added them to the “Disapproving Corgi” group on Facebook—the only thing he’d ever shared on social media—for posterity. No dog could give a disapproving glare better than Run.

      “The secret,” Austin said, “is the oregano and red wine vinegar in the peppers and onions. You can get a ton of flavor without adding a lot of butter and without adding cheese to the sandwich.” He stood, setting his plate on the bedside table and playfully running a hand over the white t-shirt covering his stomach. “Gotta take care of these washboard abs.”

      She frowned sarcastically. “I’ll settle for marshmallowy abs if they come with breakfast in bed.”

      They ate in silence for a bit until Anna reached her foot out and poked him in the side. “What’s on your mind?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “C’mon, you know I know you by now, right?”

      Christopher Palini, Gretchen Voohrees, Jorge Diaz Lopez, and Jackson Baker, III. That’s what was on his mind. He looked up. “I’m just a little distracted.”

      She raised an eyebrow.  “It’s Fiona’s case, right? I saw that look on our first ‘date’.” She made air quotes with her fingers after setting her half-eaten sandwich on the plate.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      On their first date, she’d cooked him Swedish meatballs and set up a beautiful dinner on the little table in the yard outside his apartment, which was connected to his café, general store, and bait shop. He’d been distracted by a headline from a New York City newspaper, a little tidbit of information he’d thought might lead him closer to finding his wife’s killer but had, instead, led nowhere.

      Anna scooted down the bed and wrapped her arms around him. “You don’t need to apologize. Remember that night, when I made the meatballs and I kind of stormed off, saying I couldn’t be with someone so obsessed with the past?”

      He turned his head slightly, but said nothing.

      “I accept you for who you are, what you need to do.” She sighed. “After what we’ve been through lately, we’re lucky to be here. Just, you know, alive. But Austin, I want to be let in. You don’t need to be the dark, brooding ex-detective who does it all on his own.”

      She let go and lay on her side, head held up by her hand. “So, tell me what’s up.”

      “Remember how I got those four names from Samantha, the tech guru at the Kitsap Sheriff’s Department?”

      “Sure, I know Samantha. Didn’t she use some AI system or something?”

      “Basically, she sorted through hundreds of thousands of pages of digitized documents and pulled those four names as aberrations, like there was some systematic effort to redact them or hide their involvement in the case.”

      “Okay, so what does that mean?”

      Austin shrugged. “That’s the thing. Could mean they are corrupt officials or undercover agents or… well, could mean a lot of things. Or nothing. All my attempts to dig up info on them came up empty. So ten days ago I hired a team of private investigators. Search Systems, LLC out of Tacoma. They went to New York and got back late last night. They want to meet.”

      “Search Systems? That’s the most generic name I’ve ever heard.”

      “They try to keep a low profile, but they’re the best around, according to Ridley. They've got on the ground people, a hacker working out of Seattle. I don’t know.”

      Anna eyed him cautiously. “If they want to meet, that’s great news right?”

      “It’s something.”

      “Any idea what they found?”

      “They didn’t want to talk over the phone.”

      “Sounds serious,” Anna said, returning to her sandwich. “Hey, while you’re meeting with them, see if they’re hiring. High-tech PI firm in search of low-tech middle aged reporter best known for almost getting blown up at a football game.” She laughed. “How is it that Ridley parlayed that horrible night into a run for governor and I can’t even get a freelance gig? After all, who was the one who scaled over the wall to save all your sorry asses?”

      Austin laughed.

      Ridley Calvin, their friend and Austin’s former boss, had been the lead detective at the Kitsap Sheriff’s Department for a decade and was now running for governor in a special election. The position had opened up when the previous governor left abruptly to serve in the cabinet of the President in Washington, D.C. Though Ridley was far behind in the polls, he’d risen to statewide fame, largely propelled by a viral video that showed him helping to thwart a recent terrorist attack in Seattle.

      Austin was about to ask Anna’s opinion about Ridley’s shot of making a comeback in the race when his phone buzzed. Realizing he’d left it in the kitchen, he hurried in, followed by Run, who probably assumed it was time to go outside and play with the soft, neon-green frisbee Austin and she had been playing with all summer and into the early fall.

      The caller-ID read “Lucy O’Rourke.”

      Austin’s heart sank as he looked at the clock on his stove. It was 6:30 AM and there was only one reason she’d be calling him at this hour.

      “What’s up?” He asked after swiping to accept the call.

      “Sorry, Austin. I know you asked for a week or so, but…”

      “No worries. You wouldn’t call if it wasn’t important.” Lucy was nearly ten years younger than Austin, but a great detective who’d recently been promoted to fill Ridley’s role. She was also planning a wedding with a somewhat reluctant helper, her fiancé Jimmy, and Austin knew she was stretched thin.

      “We have a floater. Discovered less than an hour ago. Dyes Inlet, little northwest of Lions Park, Tracyton.”

      “I know the area.”

      “You know we’re scrambling to fill the roles after me and Jimmy got promoted and—”

      “Say no more,” Austin said. “I owe you and the department everything. Where can I meet you?”

      “Be at the office in an hour?”

      He grabbed his shoes from their spot by the door and sat at the kitchen table. Then, realizing he was still in his pajamas, he returned to the bedroom.

      Anna’s face wore a frown. “Gotta go?”

      He leaned in and kissed her cheek. “Maybe I’ll be able to feed you a nice scoop.”

      She sighed. “Local paper is only giving me a hundred bucks a story these days. Barely worth it.” Then, more cheerfully, she said, “Don’t let me get you down.” She held up her phone. “I may not understand TikTok or be a wizard on Instagram, but this marvel of modern engineering is going to help me find a job today.”
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      The gravel crunched under the tires of his truck as Austin pulled out of the parking lot. He blasted the heat to fend off the chill that had settled into his car overnight, but it always took longer to heat up than he liked.

      Along with the penetrating cold, a feeling settled into him that he’d grown familiar with of late. It wasn’t guilt. Not exactly. It was more of a general sense that something was wrong, or that he’d done something wrong.

      He’d never tried to be perfect, but he’d always tried to be honest, to solve problems the second they arose. And yet now, something was eating at him that he couldn’t quite place. His synesthesia kicked in and he tasted salted licorice, both too sweet and too salty. The sensation sucked all the moisture from his mouth and heightened his sense of unease.

      The road stretched out of Hansville, surrounded by towering evergreen trees and long driveways that led to homes and summer beach cabins. In the distance, the water was fairly still—small waves capped with white crashed gently onto the stony beach. The road climbed through the forest, glimpses of the water disappearing behind thickets of pine and fir.

      He hated the feeling that he’d done something wrong, especially when he didn’t know exactly what it was, which made it impossible to fix. It struck him then that it had something to do with Anna.

      He liked her. He did. But he couldn’t shake the feeling that something about their relationship was bothering him. Was it fair to date her while being unwilling—or unable—to close the book on Fiona’s murder? Was he setting up their relationship to fail?

      He didn’t think so. For the last month or two he’d been trying to give it a fair shake, and he’d been up front about his need to follow the case wherever it led.

      A few miles on, houses began to emerge from the woods, glimpses of chimney smoke between the needled branches. Then the scattered homes gave way to grocery stores, restaurants, and schools as he re-entered what felt a little more like civilization.

      Perhaps he was feeling bad about the difficulty Anna herself was facing. At his store—the Hansville Cafe, General Store, and Bait Shop—they’d just finished the busiest summer season Austin had ever seen. His involvement in various high profile cases over the last year had led to a steady stream of visitors looking for a piece of him, and sometimes Ridley, along with the regulars who’d been coming in since long before he bought the place. So, financially, he was in a very good place. But Anna was struggling.

      Yes, he told himself, that was it. He didn’t like to see her struggling. He wanted to help her, to save her. But the wiser part of him knew that wasn’t his job. He could support her emotionally, but she’d need to find her own way.

      Finally reaching Silverdale, the sheriff's station rose up on the right. Austin parked, then hopped out of his car, surprised to see an unfamiliar face staring at him from the curb. The woman stood at least five foot ten inches tall and was slender without being gaunt, her shoulders and limbs long and graceful. Her face had a sharp, severe cast to it, high cheekbones accentuated by perfectly applied makeup.

      “You Austin?” the woman asked as he approached. It sounded more like an accusation than a question. As he studied her, he recalled meeting Anna in this exact parking lot on his first visit to the Kitsap Sheriff’s Department.

      He thrust his hands in the pocket of his jacket. “That’s what they tell me.”

      She extended a hand. “Kendall Shaw. Detective Kendall Shaw.”

      He shook her hand but didn’t reply, offering up a questioning look instead.

      She seemed to be inspecting him, her thin brows arched in what looked like judgment. “You’re not what I expected,” she said finally.

      “I’m sorry, do we know each other?” Austin stepped back, examining her. Dressed in tight skinny jeans, high heeled boots, and a fitted leather blazer, she looked like she had walked straight off a New York City fashion runway into the parking lot.

      After working as a consultant with the department for nearly two years, Austin was starting to feel like he belonged. She looked out of place, like a pageant contestant at a dive bar. But she also had a slightly familiar look that reminded him of some of the local tribal members who worked in his café. “What were you expecting?” he asked.

      “Not to be blunt,” she said, “but after reading about some of the haphazard ways things get done around here, I was expecting a fat hick in overalls, gnawing on a piece of hay.”

      Austin frowned. Had she really said that? “That was… fairly blunt.”

      “What I mean,” she continued, “is, well, down in L.A. we have a certain way of doing things. First of all, we rarely use random consultants within the department. Especially part-time bait salesmen consultants. We can actually afford real detectives. We approach cases knowing they have to be won at trial. California is especially tough on prosecutors. Seems like here you all are a little more, well, freewheeling, to be generous.”

      Austin decided to ignore the stream of insults and try to figure out what she wanted. “Can I help you with something?”

      “I’m not sure that you can,” she said. “But, apparently, we work together now.” It was like she was breaking bad news, but not to him, to herself.

      He put it together in his head. Between Ridley running for Governor and Lucy’s promotion, it made sense that they’d be bringing on a new detective.

      Kendall made her lips a tight line, indicating that she was little pleased with the idea, which is exactly how Austin felt.

      “You were LAPD?” he asked.

      She nodded. “Thought I always would be.”

      At the moment, Austin kinda wished she’d stayed in L.A. “How’d you end up here?”

      She frowned. “Circumstances beyond my control.” She clearly didn’t want to say more.

      After another glance at Austin, during which he could have sworn she actually licked her glossy lips at him seductively, she said, “Yeah, not bad. Not what I expected.” Then she turned and walked through the glass door like a model heading down a runway.

      At the glass door, she stopped and popped her knuckles, which cracked the veneer of her polished demeanor and made Austin cringe. “You coming, bait man?”

      Austin cocked his head. What the hell was this woman’s deal? “Yeah I’m coming.”

      He stepped toward the door, but she didn’t move. Standing in the doorway, blocking his way, he could smell her perfume, something floral but also spicy.

      He leaned away.

      “There’s something I should tell you,” she said, her voice low and breathy. “Since we’re going to be working together on this drowning, I should warn you that my last partner fell in love with me.” She cocked her head. “Last two partners, actually.”

      Austin said nothing, just looked at her, trying to figure out if she was serious.

      “I do have that effect on men,” she continued, “and quite a few women as well.” She nodded as though giving him one final appraisal. “Yeah, I think you’ll fall, bait shop man.”

      Austin slid past her, then turned back a few yards down the hall. “I’m seeing someone,” he said, “so I’ll do my very best to stay on my feet.”

      She smirked.

      “By the way,” he added, “it’s not just a bait shop. It’s also a café and general store.”

      With that, he turned toward the conference room, where the smell of fresh-brewed coffee was pulling his attention much stronger than Detective Kendall Shaw.

      Neither Lucy nor Jimmy looked up as Austin entered the room.

      The two had had a tendency to flirt in the office, always batting playful insults back and forth like a tennis ball. Maybe the engagement was getting to them, or maybe it was the case, but this morning they were all business.

      Lucy’s curly red hair was tied back in a ponytail and her freckled face was crunched up in a scowl as she read something on her phone. Jimmy had dark bags under his eyes, though his muscles still popped out of his tight fitting collared shirt. He was looking through a file, a concerned look on his face.

      Kendall came in as Austin was filling a coffee cup from the carafe in the corner and, bizarrely, she now wore a different leather jacket than the one she’d been wearing in the parking lot. She’d been wearing a fitted black leather blazer and now she wore a looser brown leather jacket. What was her deal?

      He was about to ask her how she’d had time for a wardrobe change when Lucy looked up.

      Glancing between Austin and Kendall, she said, “Good, you two met?”

      Austin nodded.

      Lucy stood in front of the whiteboard. “We don’t have time for long intros or pleasantries today. This is my first month on the job and I’m in the deep end of the pool without a floatie and my head is barely above water.”

      “Lucy O’Need-a-Lifeguard,” Jimmy said. “Lucy O’Left-to-Drown.”

      She glared at him. “The nicknames are supposed to be cute and fun, not highlight the fact that I’m captaining a sinking ship.”

      “I’m trying,” Jimmy said, “but… sorry.”

      “Yeah,” she said.

      They were clearly stressed, more so than he’d ever seen them. Weddings could do that. So could murder.

      Lucy said, “We don’t have time to talk about how strange it is for me to be standing at this whiteboard. We all know there’s a Ridley-shaped hole in this room right now. Best thing we can do is work our butts off, like we would if he was here.”

      Jimmy nodded. “Ask me, he could do more good here than running for governor, but hey, strike while the iron is ripe.”

      Kendall let out a short burst of laughter. “I knew there would be a backwoods dumbass around here,” she said. “It’s ‘strike while the iron is hot.’”

      “He’s not a backwoods dumbass,” Lucy corrected. “More of a dumb jock.”

      “Noted,” Kendall said.

      Jimmy smiled, then winked at Lucy. “Thanks for defending my honor, sweetie.”

      Austin half thought he’d made the mistake on purpose to lighten the mood, but he could never quite tell with Jimmy.

      Lucy tapped a marker on the whiteboard. “Here’s the deal, the short version: Body of sixty-three year old Sandra Seville found in Dyes Inlet early this morning by a woman out for a morning walk. Her name’s...” She glanced down at a notebook on the table. “Velma Wakefield. You can visit her later. Heart-shaped carving in Ms. Seville’s lower back matches that found on a woman in 1979, also in Dyes Inlet.” She paused, shaking her head in disgust. “No other connections between the cases yet, but obviously, it’s of interest. The murder was a huge deal back in seventy-nine, but it never went anywhere. Jimmy and I are starting through the reports from the officers on the scene. We’re also looking at the files—what’s left of them—from the original case.” She nodded toward Austin, then Kendall. “You two, go see Dr. Sawbones and find out what he thinks.”

      “Dr. Sawbones?” Kendall asked. “Sounds ominous.”

      “You’ll love him,” Austin said, dryly. “I mean, he’s no Los Angeles medical examiner. Don’t think he’s been to a single red carpet event this season, but we think he’s pretty good at determining causes of death.”
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      “Are you the famous Dr. Sawbones?” Kendall asked, leading the way into the examination room.

      A slight man a little over seventy looked up, pulling on a pair of blue gloves with a snap. A local legend, Dr. Sanjay Patel had held the position of Kitsap County’s Chief Medical Examiner for over forty years. At five foot nothing, a hundred and nothing, with thick gray eyebrows and about seven gray hairs left on his bald head, Austin had a hard time fitting the name to the man.

      Not only that, Dr. Patel was so soft-spoken it was said that half of the detectives who’d ever worked in Kitsap had developed back problems leaning in to hear him speak.

      “Some call me that,” Dr. Patel said quietly.

      Austin gave Kendall a look as if to say, Let the man do his job.

      But Kendall wasn’t having it. “No assistant?” she asked, looking around at the stark white room, which was empty save for the three of them and the lifeless body on the stainless steel table in the center. The harsh antiseptic burned Austin’s nostrils.

      Dr. Patel ignored her, focussing instead on the body before him.

      “It’s a small county,” Austin said.

      “In L.A. we have—”

      “Not now,” Austin scolded, stepping toward the table, where Dr. Patel was beginning his inspection.

      Almost as though they were not there, Dr. Patel began. “Sandra Seville, age sixty-three, resident of Bremerton, Washington. Preliminary examination beginning at ten in the morning.”

      Austin realized that he was speaking into a small digital recording device that dangled from a makeshift cord above the examination table.

      Dr. Patel pulled back the white sheet and, for the first time, glanced up at them. “I should say, I knew Sandra. We volunteered together in the Kitsap Garden Club.” He shook his head. “Wonderful woman. They say some people are like a ray of sunshine and I always thought that was a myth until I met Sandra. She was someone who—though she had no formal education—was smart about the world, about plants and animals. And she saw the best in everyone, in everything.” He cleared his throat and shifted to a more formal tone. “Divorced. Two children, living in Austin and Tallahassee. We don’t know many details of her current personal life, but I know she was dating again. I only know about the children because she volunteered for various garden and trail cleanups when she went to visit them in Texas and Florida. She could talk for hours about the differences between plants in the different zones of the U.S.”

      “No offense,” Kendall said, “but can we get to the cause of death?”

      Austin shook his head. He liked to think of himself as a fairly tolerant person, but Kendall was really starting to get to him.

      Dr. Patel gave her a soft glare over the rims of his lowered glasses. “Patience is a virtue, Ms. Shaw.” Then he returned his attention to the examination.

      Sandra Seville’s skin was pale and wrinkled, like a delicate piece of parchment. "Let's start from the beginning," Dr. Patel said. Gently, he opened one of her eyes, the cloudy blue iris staring into oblivion. "Petechial hemorrhaging present in the conjunctiva and eyelids. That often indicates an asphyxial death." He pried open her mouth. "Frothy fluid, swollen tongue. No foreign materials obstructing the airway."

      He pressed into her neck, feeling each vertebra. "Hyoid bone is intact. No fractures of the larynx or trachea that I can detect."

      Kendall glanced at Austin. “The lack of neck trauma makes strangulation less likely.”

      Austin nodded. That might have been the first thing Kendall said with which he agreed.

      Dr. Patel said, “That’s right.” Leaning in toward the woman’s face, Dr. Patel inhaled. "Slightly acetone aroma. Possible indication of ketosis or ketoacidosis. We'll need to check blood glucose levels."

      Next he moved to her hands, turning them over to inspect both front and back. Austin knew he was looking for defensive wounds and, as far as he could see, there were none.

      “Her nails are neatly trimmed and unbroken,” Dr. Patel said.

      They were also bright orange, Austin noted, with little black markings.

      Kendall noticed as well. “Bats?”

      “Huh?” Austin asked.

      Kendall stepped forward and leaned in closer. “Ms. Seville’s nails have tiny bats painted on an orange background. She must have both loved Halloween and not been in the water too long. The nail polish would have degraded more.”

      “Good,” Dr. Patel said. “That’s right. And Sandra was nuts about Halloween. She helped run a big event over toward Kingston at a place called Heronswood. Big Halloween garden event.” He shook his head sadly and turned back to Sandra’s hands. "No debris caught under the nails, no bruising or abrasions to indicate she attempted to claw or grasp at anything."

      Next he palpated her rib cage and abdomen. “Body is swollen from immersion. No internal trauma apparent on initial examination."

      He continued the examination, moving down her body methodically. Standing by her feet, he looked up and addressed Austin and Kendall. “Water in the airways and lung tissue strongly indicates she was alive when submerged, then inhaled water and drowned. We will run tests, but if we find algae or other microscopic particles from the inlet present in the lungs, well that would be conclusive. At this stage, I would say the cause of death is drowning. Under normal circumstances, I’d say that—pending toxicology results—the manner appears accidental. But these aren’t normal circumstances.”

      Gently grasping Sandra’s body through the sheet, he turned her onto her side, the damp fabric clinging as he moved her. Her body looked bloated, her skin sliding stiffly over the muscles below. The sheet fell away, exposing her bare back, dotted with faint age spots and moles. And, carved crudely in the center, a jagged heart roughly six inches across.

      Dr. Patel held her up long enough for Austin and Kendall to lean in, inspecting the carving. Then, lowering her slowly, he again covered her with the sheet and stepped back. “My office will send high res photos and a preliminary report later today.” He folded one glove inside out over the top of the other as he took them off, then placed them gently in a trash can. “For now, what I’d tell you is that the most likely scenario is this: someone carved that heart into Sandra’s back while she was alive and…” His voice faltered, emotion on his face. In decades on this job, he’d seen it all, Austin thought, but clearly he’d never seen anything like this. “Then, somehow,” he continued, “the killer managed to get her to the shore with zero defensive wounds, then drowned her.” He sighed, taking off his glasses and cleaning them on a little rag. “I like to think I am a professional, but this…” His voice was almost a whisper now and it trailed off like smoke over a campfire.

      A silence hung in the air so thick Austin could almost taste it. He knew what Kendall and Dr. Patel were thinking because it was exactly what he was thinking as well. Sandra Seville’s death was almost identical to one of the most famous cold cases in the county’s history. Austin didn’t know all the details about the case, but people still spoke about it in whispers. From what he could tell, over the years the whispers had faded until the case had become nothing more than boxes of old files—dead ends—and quiet speculation among the county’s older residents, who still shared theories of the case over coffee.

      Kendall asked, “No toxicology lab here, right?”

      Austin glared at her. He’d had enough of her comparing everything to Los Angeles.

      She held up both hands in self-defense. “I wasn’t saying that like you thought I was. I was simply wondering, how long until we can get a full tox report?” She looked up at Dr. Patel. “Assuming you’re right—and everything you said sounds spot on—we’ve got to assume Ms. Seville was drugged. Otherwise, who lets themselves be carved and transported with no defensive wounds? Just wondering how long until we know for sure.”

      “Twenty-four hours,” Dr. Patel said calmly. “We’ll put a rush on it.”

      “Thank you,” Kendall said.

      Dr. Patel sighed, pulling the sheet over the deceased woman’s face in a gesture of respect.

      The pungent smell of chemicals and faint decay hung in the air. His hard-soled shoes echoed as he left the room, the door clicking shut behind him with a note of finality.

      Austin and Kendall followed him out, thanked him again, and went to the parking lot, where the bright, late-morning sun greeted them. “What’s his story?” Kendall asked, pulling black sunglasses from the top of her head.

      Austin squinted as they walked toward his truck. “Hold on a sec.” His phone had buzzed with a text. He’d recently learned that he could keep his phone on silent mode at all times as long as he kept it in his pocket so he could feel the vibration. A good tradeoff, as far as he was concerned. After what had gone down a couple months earlier at the Seahawks game, he found himself a bit jumpy at sudden loud noises.

      The text was from Lucy: B right there. Let’s debrief in the parking lot if you’re through.

      Austin leaned on his truck. “Lucy is running late. Let’s just wait here for her.”

      Kendall nodded. “So, Dr. Sawbones… How did he get a name like that?”

      “Local legend,” Austin said. “Ridley talks about him like he’s the wise old grandpa who helped win World War Two. Like he’s seen things our soft generation will never even understand.”

      Kendall laughed. “Funny, but I’ve seen some things, too.”

      “It’s not a competition, Kendall.” He shook his head. “Anyway, he’s originally from Mumbai, I think. Came to America to attend Johns Hopkins, or maybe it was UCLA. Someplace with a good medical program. Worked in New York City for a bit and got the job as Kitsap’s Chief Medical Examiner when he was only thirty. Had a cousin out here or something.”

      “Seems to know what he’s doing,” Kendall said.

      Austin glanced at her. “Don’t sound so surprised.”

      She opened her mouth to make a rebuttal, but let it go. She walked a lap around his truck. “How’d he get the name Dr. Sawbones?”

      “From what Ridley told me, it was the early nineties, not too long after he’d gotten the job. He happened to be at the marina late one night, and a commercial fisherman was trapped under a boat that had tipped over in a windstorm. One of his legs had become ensnared on a jagged edge of the hull. His femur was fractured in a Z-shape, piercing through muscle and skin. There was no way to transport the guy without causing further tissue damage and blood loss. But the leg was completely crushed and would not have been salvageable. There was only one solution—an emergency field amputation. So with the help of firefighters holding up flashlights, using tools from the medical bag he kept in the trunk of his car. He sterilized everything with alcohol and, following the techniques he had read about in old surgical memoirs, he cut through layers of tissue. It was slow going without bone saws or cauterizing tools, but at last he exposed the splintered femur.”

      “He amputated the leg right there in the parking lot?”

      Austin nodded. “Apparently the guy lived.” He glanced up as Lucy’s car pulled into the parking lot.

      She and Jimmy hopped out, looking flustered and hurried.

      “Sorry we missed the examination,” Lucy said. “My respect for Ridley’s ability to do this job grows with each passing minute.”

      “Told you we should have had a smaller celebration,” Jimmy said. “Lucy O’Lavish Wedding, Lucy O’Lace-Tablecloths, Lucy O’—”

      “They get it,” Lucy interrupted. “And I’m sorry I didn’t want to get married at halftime of a Seahawks game while your buddies shotgun beers and throw nachos at each other like a bunch of monkeys flinging feces.”

      “Hey,” Jimmy said, smirking, “that was my dream wedding since I was a little boy! Plus, they serve wine at Seahawks games now, too. Classy! And the food at the stadium is good. Everyone could have gotten what they wanted.”

      Austin laughed, remembering his wedding planning with Fiona. It hadn’t been quite this contentious, but she’d certainly put more thought into the presentation than he had.

      Kendall frowned. “The case?”

      Lucy cleared her throat. “Gimme the quick version.”

      “Pretty cut and dry,” Kendall said as Austin was gathering his thoughts. “Heart-shaped carving in her back, no defensive wounds, then drowned. Dollars to doughnuts, report will say that she’d been dead no more than six hours from when she was found.”

      “What are you basing that on?” Lucy asked.

      Kendall raised an eyebrow. “I’ve seen a few of these.”

      Lucy folded her arms.

      Kendall frowned. “Degree of swelling and skin deterioration,” she said flatly. “Furthermore, labs are gonna find that she was drugged.”

      “On that,” Austin said to Lucy, “Kendall and I agree. Unless the carving is part of some diabolical cult that she’d been led into or something, the victim was drugged, carved, transported, then drowned.” He shook his head. “We have a deeply deranged killer here.”

      “Any evidence of sexual violence?” Jimmy asked.

      Kendall shook her head. “Nothing in the preliminary.”

      Lucy glanced at her phone, which had dinged multiple times since she’d arrived. “Damn. I gotta get going, but…” she locked eyes with Austin, suddenly serious. “You can work this, right?”

      Austin had known this was coming, and he’d prepared his answer. “I promised Anna I’d take a week or two off. She’s in the middle of a job hunt and, after what happened in Seattle… honestly… both she and I are still a little shaken up.” He stepped back and gestured at Kendall. “Not to mention, she knows what she’s doing. She can handle this one on her own.”

      What he didn’t mention was how he truly didn’t want to work with her.

      “Oh, thanks,” Kendall said sarcastically. “So glad I have your approval.”

      “Damn,” Jimmy said, “take the compliment, Kendall. Austin may be a consultant now, but he didn’t graduate from Hank’s Online Community College for private investigators. The guy was NYPD for twenty years for Christ’s sake.” He handed Kendall a white cardboard box. “Files from the original case.”

      She set the box in Austin’s truck. “And I was LAPD for fifteen. I’ve managed teams of over twenty. My squad had the highest clearance rate in LAPD this decade. I solved the Trevor Roberts murder, single handed. You might have heard of it?”

      Roberts, Austin recalled, was a high-profile director who’d been stabbed to death in his Hollywood mansion. The case had dominated headlines for over a year and, eventually, his wife and her lover had been convicted of the crime. “That was you?” Austin asked. “I knew I recognized you from somewhere.”

      She playfully tossed her head back as though to get her black hair out of her eyes, but it was held in place so tightly it didn’t move. “I was on TV quite a bit.” She looked a little embarrassed by this, which, Austin thought, was actually a good sign. Kendall might have been elitist and more than a little full of herself, but she was also deadly serious about her work.

      Kendall stepped toward Lucy. “I can handle this case on my own, boss.”

      Lucy ignored her. “Austin, it’s my wedding week. Do this for me and you don’t have to get me a gift.”

      Austin nodded slowly. “I’ll go to the scene with Kendall. Talk with Velma Wakefield. After that, no promises.”
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      “She found the body a little after sunrise,” Kendall said, inspecting her notebook as they walked past a bright orange VW bug, which sat on a small, sloped driveway. It was covered by a thick layer of dust and showed some significant rusting around the wheel wells. The car appeared to get little use. “Officer said she was a bit odd and to play nice.”

      “Were you not planning to play nice?” Austin asked. “She’s a witness after all, not a suspect.”

      Velma Wakefield lived in a small, one-story cottage on the eastern shore of Dyes Inlet. A little window on the side of her house displayed a string of hearts that appeared to have been cut out from thick construction paper, like a class project from Valentine’s day in third grade. Kendall pointed at them. “Everyone’s a suspect until they’re not.” She knocked on the door. “And no, I don’t play nice with witnesses unless it’s going to get me something I want.”

      Austin glanced at her, eyebrow raised. A dog inside the house let out a few warning barks, but nothing too threatening.

      “I make no apologies,” Kendall said. “If I need to get feisty with a witness to get the info I need faster, so be it. You think the victim’s family cares how I did it when I solve the case? You think anyone will care when I lock this bastard up and save a potential future victim?”

      Austin considered this, but didn’t have time to reply because the door opened, revealing a slight woman in a pink cardigan sweater. She looked afraid to see them, in contrast to the friendly golden retriever who seemed thrilled to have visitors.

      “Velma Wakefield?” Austin asked.

      “You must be the detectives they told me would be coming. Come in.”

      Leading them into a cramped living room, Velma waved at a small loveseat, the only area not covered with stuff. Along the walls, magazines were piled neatly, almost all the way up to the ceiling. Every square inch of wall space was covered with posters, mostly from old comedy tours, from what Austin could tell.

      Velma stood next to an eggshell blue corduroy armchair that was piled high with old cardboard cigar cases and plastic fishing tackle boxes. She noted Austin staring at them. “That’s where I keep my pins and buttons. I collect old political buttons. Don’t care a lick for politics, but I like the memorabilia side of it.”

      She opened one of the boxes and pulled out a pin, holding it up carefully. It had a white background and blue lettering: I like Ike.

      “From the 1952 election,” she said. “Before I was born, right Robin?” She looked at the dog as though truly expecting a response. Robin wagged his tail and stared at the door like he was ready for a walk.

      Kendall cleared her throat. “Ms. Wakefield, can you walk us through exactly what happened and what you saw?”

      For the next fifteen minutes, Velma relayed her morning routine and how she’d come upon the body, with plenty of side stories about her favorite comedians. She seemed to be something much more than a regular comedy fan. She spoke about individual shows and performances as though describing her grandchildren’s achievements. But she definitely wasn’t a groupie. In fact, it appeared as though she rarely left her house except for her morning walks and the very rare date. Apparently she’d never been married and had no children, but had recently discovered a dating app for seniors and had, on occasion, met a man for coffee. Most of her time was spent watching comedy routines on old VHS tapes she’d collected over the years, and shopping for memorabilia on Ebay.

      When she’d come to the end of her story, Austin asked, “Details. Any little details you may have forgotten? Even if they seem insignificant, it might help.”

      “I mentioned the boat, I think it was a boat.”

      “Exactly how long before you found the body was that?” Kendall asked.

      Velma looked flustered, running a hand through her thin, graying hair. “Exactly? Oh how could I know that?”

      “Approximately,” Austin said.

      “Five to ten minutes.”

      Austin glanced at Kendall, then at Velma. “Judging by the direction you heard the boat heading, is it possible someone on the boat dropped the body in the water, then drove away?”

      “Possible,” Velma said.

      Austin felt Kendall’s glare on him. “No, it’s not,” she said sharply. She didn’t explain, but turned her attention to Velma, conducting the usual end-of-an-interview basics: Here’s my card. Call me if you remember anything else. No detail is too small. And so on.
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        * * *

      

      Back in her driveway, Austin leaned on his truck, wondering why she’d contradicted him so forcefully. “So what was that about?”

      “Maybe you’re distracted, or maybe you’re not as good as Jimmy and the others say.”

      Austin shrugged. “Do you hate everyone in this county, or is it something in particular about me?”

      “I’m hungry,” Kendall said, ignoring the question and getting in his truck.

      Austin took his seat on the driver's side and started the engine. “I’m just gonna have a smoothie for lunch.” He held up a bottle of greenish sludge Anna had made the night before, part of their goal to eat healthier.

      Kendall smirked. “Maybe drinking crap like that is why your head is off. That looks like the kind of thing people from around here would mock someone like me for drinking. C’mon, we’re getting burgers. I know a place.”

      “Fine,” Austin said. “But tell me what you meant about the boat.”

      “First responder arrived on the scene thirty-one minutes after Velma called in the body. They took her out of the water immediately.”

      She paused as Austin’s mind raced to catch up. He recalled the state of the victim’s body, which had clearly been in the water for hours.

      Kendall grabbed his smoothie and tossed it in the back. “No way she deteriorated that much in under an hour. Whatever boat Ms. Wakefield heard had nothing to do with the murder.”
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        * * *

      

      Jack’s Burger Barn was one of the oldest restaurants in Bremerton, occupying the same little red hut it had sat in since 1969. Kendall seemed to have looked up the menu online because, without asking, she ordered two of their special Heart Stopper Burgers, a double-patty burger with double bacon and three slices of cheese—cheddar, swiss, and pepperjack.

      “They make their own pickles,” she informed Austin, sliding into a booth and setting the box of files Jimmy had given her on the old formica table. “They cook everything from scratch, too. Gonna see how far I can get in ten minutes.”

      With the efficiency of a skilled surgeon, Kendall began going through the box, organizing the files in some way that, while inscrutable to Austin, seemed to make sense to her.

      While she did, Austin reflected on how badly he’d missed the piece about the boat and the body. Kendall’s analysis had been exactly right. With the bloating and wrinkling of the body, it had been in the water for at least six hours. So there was no way the boat Velma heard had been speeding away from the scene after drowning the victim. He could have wasted hours pursuing that lead had Kendall not stepped in.

      He had to admit he was distracted—Anna, the upcoming meeting with the private investigators, the after-effects of the attack in Seattle, Ridley being gone. And those names: Christopher Palini, Gretchen Voohrees, Jorge Diaz Lopez, and Jackson Baker, III. All of it added up to him being a long way from his best. He was disappointed in himself, and a little embarrassed.

      After five minutes, Kendall slid a stack of files across the table. “Read through those. Interviews with friends, family, and co-workers of the victim from 1979. Miriam McKenzie. She was a florist.”

      Austin began looking through the papers. The first report was an interview with the parents of the victim, in which they walked officers through what they knew of their daughter’s social life, which wasn’t much.

      The second, third, and fourth were from a series of co-workers at the floral shop. The fifth through ninth were from friends.

      Taken together, they painted a clear picture of a young woman who was friendly, hard-working, and perhaps a bit naive about the world. And, assuming her friends were correct—which Austin had no reason to doubt—a young woman who had definitely embraced the free love culture of the mid to late seventies.

      A burly man with a thick red beard set down their burgers and a basket of onion rings that probably contained more calories than Austin needed in a week. “Two Heart Stoppers and a Fried Onion Bucket of Death.” His voice was like boiled sandpaper. “And our Triple Chocolate Guillotine Shake.” He set a paper cup on the table.

      Kendall set down a paper and rubbed her hands together. “They blend brownie chunks and fudge into the shake.”

      “How’d you know about this place?” Austin asked.

      She ignored him and bit into an onion ring after dipping it in some beige sauce. “Quick look through the files and, well, the Miriam McKenzie case was beyond botched.”

      “You can tell that five minutes in?”

      She nodded through a mouthful of burger. Shaking her head, she said, “And I’m not just being bitchy. This was some real Keystone Cops stuff. Beyond shoddy. They gave up after a week or two, few records were kept. Almost like they didn’t want to find the killer. Tell me about the victim.”

      “Not to trample on her grave,” Austin said, “but judging by what her friends said, she was, well, promiscuous. If love or sex were motives—and given the heart carving, that would make sense—there were a lot of potential suspects. Five different love interests were mentioned, and that’s just in the few interviews I scanned.”

      They ate in silence for a long time, Kendall devouring her burger as though she hadn’t eaten in a week, while Austin struggled to make it through half of his. It was delicious, but as greasy as anything he’d ever eaten, and he couldn’t escape a vague sense of guilt that he was going against the healthy eating plan he’d made with Anna. He’d recently seen a comedian do a sketch about how he was absolutely faithful to his wife, except when it came to their agreed-upon diet. The only thing she’ll ever catch me in bed with is an empty pizza box, he’d said.

      “Look,” Kendall said, wiping her hands on a napkin and pushing the onion rings to Austin’s side of the table. “Like I told Lucy, I don’t need the help, but I want it. Your help.”

      Austin was skeptical. “Why?”

      She took a long pull from her milkshake. “I need someone to bat ideas around with. Plus, you’re not hard on the eyes. No offense to the fine people of Kitsap County, but I’m used to being surrounded by beautiful people.”

      Austin’s mouth dropped open. If he hadn’t been so shocked, he probably would have pointed out how inappropriate that was. Instead, he was trying to figure out if she was flirting with him or just trying to insult the physical appearances of everyone else in the county.

      Austin’s phone vibrated with a text from Anna: Seattle New Herald turned me down. Said they’re looking for people with ‘strong social media presence.’

      Before he could speak, Kendall said, “That from your girlfriend?”

      Austin set his phone down, ignoring the question.

      Kendall shrugged. “Look. I’ll do the heavy lifting. Work with me on this.”

      He looked into her green eyes and, for the first time, saw a neediness, an insecurity living within the confident, even arrogant woman before him. And he couldn’t say no. At least not yet.

      Reluctantly, he said, “I have to get back home for a bit. Lemme think on it. Shoot me your number and I’ll call you in the morning.” Something in her look made Austin nervous. “For the case, I mean,” he corrected awkwardly.

      She smirked. “I know it’s hard not to fall in love with me, Mr. Austin, but please, let’s keep this professional.”

      “I don’t think I can help you,” Austin said. “But I’ll only even consider it on one condition.”

      Kendall folded her arms. “I don’t do conditions.”

      Austin held her gaze with a neutral look of his own. He was beginning to see that, despite her model-like appearance and confident swagger, she was a little more fragile than she wanted to let on.

      “Fine,” she said. “What?”

      “Tell me how you knew about this place and I’ll consider helping you.”

      Kendall glanced up at the counter, then around the restaurant. “I’m from here. I grew up on Dyes Inlet. Bremerton. Never wanted anything more than to get out of this bumble crud county. Took summer classes for two years. Graduated high school when I was sixteen. Escaped to L.A. and never looked back.” She picked up an onion ring, inspected it, then put it back. “Thought I never would be back.”

      Kendall was beginning to make more sense. Austin didn’t need to know the details to know that she’d run away from something, or someone. Her apparent hatred for this county—and everyone in it—had a past. “So why are you back?” he asked.

      Kendall flashed a perfectly white-toothed smile, her bravado returning all at once. “You said one condition, Bait Man. Now get back to your girlfriend and do whatever you need to do to decide you want to work with me.”
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      Austin closed his eyes as the morning sun warmed his face. It was a good feeling. Simple and pleasing. His mind relaxed just long enough to forget the thoughts that had been swirling since he woke up at four that morning.

      He stood on the beach next to his store. It was now a quarter past nine and Claire and Sean were running late. The private investigators he’d hired to look into the four names on his list had been early for every other meeting he’d had with them, so their tardiness concerned him. This was to be the morning they’d share their findings, and he’d been on edge since the moment he woke up.

      He opened his eyes and sipped his coffee, a new blend that he’d begun serving in his café. The regulars were quite happy with it, and so was he. It was from a new roaster less than half an hour from his place, and was just as good as any of the Seattle roasters he’d tried.

      He was about to do another lap around his building when he heard a car approaching. It was their light blue Tesla and he waved a little too enthusiastically. As they got out of the car, Austin tasted a flavor he had come to call brightness, not exactly the flavor of an orange but also not far off from it. It was like a secret citrus fruit that had yet to be discovered and always came when his anticipation was at its peak. One of the first times he’d been aware of his synesthesia was when he tasted it while waiting for a ride at Disneyland when he was a kid.

      Austin waved Claire and Sean toward a picnic table that sat just up from the beach at the edge of the parking lot. Neither said a word as they sat. Austin’s excitement and uneasiness grew.

      Claire’s eyes were red and droopy, a contrast to the perky woman who looked forty despite being in her mid-fifties, whom Austin had met less than a month ago in their office in Bremerton. Maybe the travel to New York had gotten to her. Sean, on the other hand, looked alert and focused, even angry. His light blue eyes were locked on Austin as he joined them.

      Without a word, Sean slid an envelope across the table.

      It wasn’t the thick, legal-sized envelope Austin expected, the type that would be full of documents and photos. It was a regular envelope, and it was anything but thick. “Is this your findings?” Austin asked, confused.

      “That’s your retainer check,” Sean said. “We’re returning it.”

      Austin glanced at Claire, whose eyes dropped to the table. She was staring at it hard, determined not to look up, as though the coarse wood grain might contain some secret to the meaning of life.

      “What’s going on?” Austin asked. “You went to New York, you must’ve spent thousands on the trip, on my case. Why are you returning my check?”

      Sean ran a hand over his bald head, then wiped his hand on his wrinkled blazer, a strange habit Austin noticed he indulged in often. “We went to New York, and we are passing on your case.”

      “But you already took the case,” Austin insisted. “What’s… Sean, level with me, what the hell is going on?”

      Sean looked around, as though the empty parking lot or even the cool breeze coming off the Sound might be eavesdropping. Claire still hadn't said a word, hadn’t looked up. Now she was lacing her fingers together over and over and Austin realized that she wasn’t angry or distracted. She was afraid.

      Sean said, “Only gonna say this once. We went to New York and asked around. We made some progress on your list. We quickly got the sense that… how much should I say here?” He glanced nervously at Claire. “Certain people did not like the idea of us asking questions about those four people. Certain things happened that—”

      “Certain things?” Austin interrupted, growing angry. “You’re talking like a politician at a deposition. Be specific. What happened?”

      Sean stood slowly and Claire did the same. Sean leaned on the table, not angry but also not friendly. His tone was neutral, almost distant. “Austin, look, I’m not going to be specific. We left New York and aren’t going back. I’d suggest you forget about this particular line of inquiry.” He stood up straight and glanced around him, as though taking in his surroundings for the first time. “You live in a beautiful place. The sun is shining. Most importantly, you’re alive. If you want to keep it that way, I’d let this go.”

      Sean pushed the envelope toward Austin, then took Claire’s hand and walked back to the car.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Ridley arrived in a large black SUV, trailed by a rental car full of staff. The former lead detective for the Kitsap Sheriff’s department had been to his little café in Hansville a few times and they’d shared some laughs over a beer at the outdoor tables more than once.

      This time felt different, and it wasn’t only that Ridley now traveled with a political entourage.

      Austin had gotten over the initial shock of Sean’s words, but his mood had turned to irritation, even anger. He’d arranged the meeting with Ridley in advance to get his opinion on Sean and Claire’s findings, back when he’d assumed they’d have findings to share.

      Now, he didn’t know what to think, or what to say.

      Ridley approached, walking briskly but still using a cane. He’d lost part of a leg in the recent terrorist attack in Seattle and had a prosthetic lower leg that he was still getting used to. His large athletic frame served him well, though, and he seemed to be adjusting.

      He slapped Austin on the back and waved toward the street. “Wanna walk?”

      Austin nodded.

      “I’d say let’s walk on the beach,” Ridley said, “but sand is a bit tricky for me still.”

      “How’s the leg feeling?”

      “I’m a hundred percent off the meds, which is great for my mental clarity. Still a little pain every now and then, but… can’t complain.”

      After having his lower leg blown off by an explosion of C4, he actually had a pretty damn good reason to complain, but Ridley was the very definition of the strong and silent type. Which is why Austin thought he had a pretty good shot of becoming governor. He was the kind of person people could believe in.

      “So, how’s the campaign going?” Austin asked.

      Before Ridley could respond, Mrs. McGuillicutty poked her head out of the café and nearly shrieked, “Mr. Calvin, will you sign our menu?”

      Mr. and Mrs. McGuillicutty were the café’s most regular customers and Austin knew they were fans of Ridley’s campaign. For the first three weeks after the attack in Seattle, they’d shown every single patron the video of Ridley saving hostages, while reminding them all that he was Austin’s friend.

      Ridley put on a smile Austin could tell was forced as Mrs. McGuillicutty ran forward and shoved one of Austin’s paper menus into his hands along with a pen. Ridley signed it and handed it back with a smile that looked more genuine. Maybe he was getting used to his fame. “Just make sure you come out and vote in the special election.”

      “Oh, thank you,” Mrs. McGuillicutty said. “And we will. I’ll leave you to it, but…” she looked from side to side and leaned in conspiratorially… “we’re rooting for you. Kick Carter’s butt and beat the hell out of Daniels. Can’t stand those phonies. Ridley 2023!”

      With that, she hurried back inside, inspecting her autograph.

      “That normal now?” Austin asked.

      “Kinda, yeah. Not translating to great poll numbers yet, but…”

      He trailed off and they crossed the road toward the little community church. Traffic was light that morning, even for Hansville, and Austin was enjoying seeing Ridley, despite the anger over the meeting with Claire and Sean still swirling. “So the campaign is not going great?”

      Ridley let out a long sigh that pretty much summed it up.

      Austin chuckled. “That well?”

      Ridley smiled. “Actually, better than anyone expected. Sheriff Daniels has it pretty well locked up, it looks like, but we’re putting up a respectable fight. Maybe in four years…”

      “You just got in the race,” Austin said, trying to sound reassuring. Sheriff Daniels had been Ridley’s boss in the Kitsap Sheriff’s Department and had risen to statewide prominence partially through family connections and partially through taking credit for Ridley’s stellar work actually leading that department. Austin was no fan of Daniels, but given the nature of politics, he wasn’t surprised to hear that he was ahead.

      Ridley sat on a little bench in front of the church, which looked back across the road toward the beach. “The noise from the viral video has quieted. Now we’re stuck at around ten percent of the vote. Plus, I don’t know. My staff wants me to go on all the shows, exploit the fame from the attack.” He sighed. “I was just doing my job.”

      “I get that,” Austin said.

      They sat in silence for a long time. Neither needed to say anything because they both knew that the job was the job, and that was all. There was no joy in taking victory laps.

      “Hang in there,” Austin said. “I know it might seem fruitless, a waste, but we could really use you in the governor’s mansion. How are the twins? And your wife and the rest of the kids?”

      “Good,” Ridley said, distracted. “They’re good.”

      Austin noticed that a photographer had gotten out of the car that had tailed Ridley. She was snapping photos of them from across the road.

      “Don’t mind her,” Ridley said. “My campaign manager says they need more ‘candid shots’ for promo materials. This is my life now.” He let out a long sigh. “Enough about me, let’s get to why you wanted to meet.”

      Austin crossed and uncrossed his legs, then let out a sigh of his own. “My meeting this morning did not go as planned.” He proceeded to tell Ridley everything that had happened, concluding with, “I’m not sure whether to be disappointed, pissed, or confused.”

      Ridley laughed. “Me and Rachel see a couples therapist every now and then, not because there are problems, just to fine-tune our relationship, ya know? Anyway, she’s fond of saying, ‘Rid, you don’t need to choose between emotions. It’s okay to allow yourself to feel everything.’” Ridley chuckled. “Rachel always says everything like I’m choosing between filet mignon and lobster at a Vegas buffet, rather than, say, anger or sadness.”

      “I hear you,” Austin said. “And yeah, I guess it’s all three. But you know me, I’m gonna move past the emotions ASAP and figure out what to do.”

      Ridley stood and leaned on the bench, studying Austin with a slight frown. “I’m gonna assume that drop it and walk away is not one of the options you’re considering?”

      Austin looked into Ridley’s eyes hard. “If something happened to Rachel, would you be considering dropping it?”

      Ridley shook his head. “No, but I’d want a friend to at least point out that it was an option, that Rachel would want me alive and safe above all else.”

      Austin stood and took a few steps toward the church, then paused. Though he’d never once attended a service there, he sometimes sat in the back when they were closed, with the permission of Pastor Johnson. It reminded him of Fiona and gave him solace sometimes. He’d thought about sitting in there with Ridley to chat, but something didn’t feel right about it now.

      He turned to face his friend. “I appreciate that.”

      They shared a long silence, then Ridley said, “Lemme talk to Sean. He owes me. Not saying I can get him to keep working this thing. But maybe I can find out more about what happened in New York.”

      Austin perked up. “Thanks.”

      “But if this doesn’t work, if it’s a dead end, will you just drop this thing, move on with your life?”

      Austin considered this. “If I said yes, you’d know I was lying.”

      A short woman in a blue pantsuit waved at Ridley from the car and tapped her watch. Ridley began walking across the street. Austin followed.

      “Sorry this has to be so short,” Ridley said. “Can I grab a coffee before I head out?”

      Austin led the way into the café, where the McGuillicuty’s beamed up at Ridley like he was the biggest celebrity in the world. Austin ordered him a few coffees and a bag of pastries for the staff. Ridley pulled out his wallet.

      “Your money’s no good here,” Austin said. “When you’re governor I’ll demand all sorts of special treatment, so consider this a bribe.”

      Ridley laughed, then his face grew serious. “Lucy called me, by the way.”

      “Lemme guess,” Austin said. “Wanted you to convince me to work with the new woman on this drowning case? I told her I need some time off.”

      Ridley took the bag of pastries and Austin carried the coffees as they made their way back to the parking lot.

      “Look,” Ridley said, “I’m not gonna tell you what to do, but that case—the original one—has been a thorn in the county’s side for decades, since long before I worked here.”

      “The new detective, Kendall Shaw…”

      Ridley smiled and sipped his coffee. “Heard she’s a real piece of work. Thinks she’s auditioning for a new detective show on CBS or something. CSI Kitsap County. Thinks she’s better than everyone.”

      Austin nodded. “You heard right.”

      “Here’s what I’d say about that,” Ridley said. “Maybe she is.”

      Austin was surprised. “Huh?”

      “Lucy says she was one of the best in the LAPD. What is she, late thirties? Woman her age to get to that position, she probably had to fight and claw like hell. My thinking is this: if someone is good at what they do, great at what they do, maybe it’s not a good look to be arrogant about it, to be elitist. But I’d rather have an elitist jerk who’s a good detective than an incompetent nice guy who’s gonna put me or my team at risk, put the community at risk.”

      “I hear you,” Austin said. “And I’ll think about it.”

      One of Ridley’s staff opened the door to his SUV and he slid his large frame onto the leather seats.

      “Fancy,” Austin said, smirking.

      “I’m still more of a pickup truck guy,” Ridley said.

      Austin reached out and shook his hand and a wave of sadness hit him. He wanted Ridley to win the election, but knew that, if he did, their time together, their friendly chats, would grow fewer and further between. One viral video and nothing was ever going to be the same.

      “I’ll see you at Lucy’s wedding, right?” Austin asked.

      “Wouldn’t miss it,” Ridley said, then his face turned stoic. “My campaign manager says it’ll make for some great photos.”

      “Maybe. As long as I’m not in them,” Austin chuckled.

      Back inside the café, Austin checked in with the kitchen and called in a food order for the following day, then sat at a table. Following the eyes of the McGuillicuttys and the waiters, which were all glued to the screen, he stared up at the TV. It was supposed to be tuned to the sports channel.

      Instead, it appeared to be on Crime TV, a sensationalist True Crime station Austin couldn’t stand. He was about to ask who’d turned it to that channel, then he read the chyron at the bottom of the screen: At Dyes Inlet in Washington State, Murder Comes in Waves.

      Austin’s stomach twisted and his feet felt heavy on the floor.

      No no no no no.

      The closed captioning scrolled across the screen, white text in a little black box.

      Second victim discovered in Kitsap County’s Dyes Inlet. Like the first, the deceased had a crude, heart-shaped carving in her back. Details are still surfacing.
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      Austin hopped up and flipped to the local news just as a waiter approached with a slip of paper. “Three messages while you were out walking. All from Lucy O’Rourke. She says she’s the lead detective of the—”

      “I know,” Austin said, pulling out his phone. He’d turned it off altogether before the meeting with Sean and Claire. He had two missed calls and a text from Lucy as well.

      On the local news, they’d broken into regular coverage to go live at Dyes Inlet, where a reporter was standing in front of the water not far from where Austin had been with Kendall only a day earlier.

      “Damn,” Austin mumbled. “Damn, damn, damn.”

      “A short while ago,” the reporter said, “we spoke with Kendall Shaw, detective for the Kitsap Sheriff’s Department and lead investigator on this case.”

      The show cut to a stand-up of Kendall and the reporter. She had at least six inches on the diminutive reporter and spoke like she’d done years of media training. Her hair was perfectly held in place and she wore the same black leather blazer she’d been wearing when they met. Her red lipstick was subtle, but not so subtle that it failed to draw attention. “Well, Mollie,” Kendall said. “We don’t yet have a lead suspect, but I assure you we will use every resource the department has available to find the perpetrator. Even in a small county like this, which lacks the finances of more affluent counties, we will—”

      Austin muted the sound. Even in a TV interview she managed to get in some veiled shots.

      And yet, without even knowing he’d done it, he’d made up his mind.

      The restaurant phone rang and Austin picked up. “Hansville Café, General Store, and Bait Shop.”

      “Austin?”

      He recognized Lucy’s voice right away. “No need to push,” he said. “I’m on my way.”
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        * * *

      

      Austin rolled down the window to let in the brisk October air. He’d opened an audio app Samantha had installed on his phone and pressed play on an article about the history of Dyes Inlet. The phone was synced to the car's speakers and a computerized but almost-human sounding voice read aloud. “Dyes Inlet was named for commander Eliphalet Hardy Dyes in the 1840s. It connects Liberty Bay in the north to the southeast corner of the Puget Sound. Bordering communities include Silverdale, Tracyton, Chico, and Bremerton."

      Repeating the same drive he’d made yesterday, he continued listening. "The inlet is also home to the Suquamish tribe, who lived off its abundant salmon and shellfish for centuries and still fish and clam in the area, as well as run a casino. In the 1880s, the Navy set its sights on the inlet's deep, sheltered waters and built a shipyard that would fuel dreams of sea, power, and empire.

      "The shipyard put Bremerton on the map, bringing rapid growth and also vice. Sailors on leave packed the bars and bordellos downtown, where brawls were common and days began at the bottom of a bottle. But the city also attracted families. Parks, churches, and schools sprouted up alongside the saloons as the area grew.”

      As he turned onto the road heading south along the western shore of the inlet, an oncoming logging truck rattled by, horn blaring at a motorcycle that was trying to pass on the right. Austin pressed the brakes instinctively, despite the fact that the truck was on the other side of a concrete divider. Like yesterday, he was distracted by a gnawing feeling that something was off, though there were too many things swirling in his mind to figure out what exactly that was.

      Anna hadn’t stayed the night again, deciding to focus instead on her job hunt. Then there was the meeting with Sean and Claire. It was sinking in that they’d been in New York, hot on the trail of the four names on Austin’s list, and had come back with nothing.

      As he descended into a valley, the road opened up to sweeping views of the inlet, surrounded by sloping hillsides now turning gold and scarlet. In the distance, the cranes of Puget Sound Naval Shipyard rose up, relics of an era that built dreadnoughts and submarines to project power across the Pacific.

      Where the hell was he?

      He’d missed his turn for the office ten minutes ago and gone too far south. Cursing under his breath, he took the exit and got back on the freeway heading north, then continued listening.

      "The shipyard fueled boom and bust for generations. Bremerton swelled with wartime influxes of workers, then shrank again during peace. But the city survived, diversifying into tourism, healthcare, and retail. Revitalization turned its downtown into a hub of culture and nightlife. Through it all, the inlet remained, a silent witness to the tides of history that shaped the area."

      In his personal life, Austin was fiercely loyal, but not when it came to where he lived. As a Navy brat who’d lived all over, he’d learned never to get too attached to any one place.

      But that was changing.

      He was falling more and more in love with the area, which only made him more upset when murderers were stalking its streets and waters, killing at will.

      Turning away from the water, he approached the offices of the Kitsap Sheriff’s Department, where the lot was packed with cars, trucks, and even a couple TV vans.

      He pulled up behind one of the vans, where Kendall was standing like a model posing for Vanity Fair, and speaking with a reporter.

      Austin sighed and got out of his truck.

      He hoped Ridley was right that Kendall was as good as she was arrogant. He needed Ridley to be right.

      Either way, he was in this now and there was no going back.
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      “There are two victims now,” Lucy said, affixing two images to the whiteboard with tape.

      She tapped on one Austin recognized as the first victim, Sandra Seville. “You already know about her.” The photo showed a smiling Sandra stringing fake spider webs over a bush in a large garden, her blond hair peeking out from under a red Annie wig. “The second victim,” Lucy continued, “is Karen Sturgis, aged 68, from Silverdale. Retired nurse who worked forty-four years in Kitsap County hospitals.”

      Karen Sturgis had light gray hair—almost silver—and a pleasant face that looked carefree, almost ethereal, like it belonged on the flyer for a meditation retreat or yoga class.

      “I knew her,” Lucy continued.

      Austin could tell she was growing emotional, but she was trying to keep it together.

      “Not well, but Karen was special to me. When my grandma died, she was her nurse. Spent the better part of six days in the hospital and there was some nurse shortage or something. Karen worked eighty hours that week. Remembered my name. Bought me a soda when my parents weren’t looking. Saw her at the hospital once or twice a year since. Told me to keep kicking ass and taking names.” Lucy smiled sadly and glanced at Austin. “Every victim deserves our best, right?”

      She was referring to a plaque Austin had displayed on his wall, which Fiona—who’d been an assistant DA in Manhattan before she was murdered—had kept on her desk.

      Every single second

      Of every single day

      Every victim deserves my best

      Austin nodded.

      “This is personal for me, now,” Lucy continued. “Nothing I want more than to take this thing over, but I won’t. I spoke with Rid and he counseled me to let you two handle it.” She nodded at Kendall, then at Austin. “Don’t let me down.”

      Lucy sat and Jimmy stood. “Other than the heart-shaped carving, there are a few similarities between the victims. Both women in their sixties, both white, both local. No evidence they knew each other, though you’ll want to continue looking into that.” He cleared his throat. “Both cases show no sign of sexual assault and, in his first look, Dr. Sawbones said the states of the two bodies were nearly identical. Killed between midnight and two in the morning, he believes, drowned while alive, after the carving. First victim was drugged with sleeping pills, and we assume the second was as well, but we’re waiting on her tox screen.” Jimmy paused for a moment, then struck the white board with an open palm. He looked back at the group, embarrassed. “I’m sorry. This one is getting to me. My mom called me this morning, afraid to go outside. She’s in her sixties as well and…” He trailed off.

      Kendall said, “If this is the same guy who did the murder back in seventy-nine, maybe he aged up with his victims. Young man back then, killed a young woman, Miriam McKenzie. Older man now, killing older women. The heart shape makes me think he’s killing women he was dating, or wanted to date. Women who rejected him. Just a thought.”

      “Could be,” Austin said. “But we don’t have enough to assume that.”

      “Let’s get back to what we actually have,” Jimmy said. “No cell phones were found on either victim. I reviewed previous police reports or complaints filed by the victims to see if they had ongoing disputes or threats against them. None. The housemate of the second victim, Karen Sturgis, thinks she knows her computer password and might be able to get us into her email. So that’s something.”

      Kendall was taking notes on a yellow legal pad.

      Jimmy sat and Lucy stood again. “For now, look into the current murders. We’re not officially treating this as a continuation of the past, though obviously that’s a possibility.”

      “That’s a mistake,” Kendall said, “of course it’s the same killer.”

      Lucy squinted at her. “I’d say it’s possible, but we don’t know for sure. That old case is famous around here. Could easily be a copycat. Plus, back in 1979 there was only one victim, then nothing. Why would the same killer suddenly reappear and kill two women?”

      “Let’s work what’s in front of us,” Austin said, trying to ease the tension. “We have plenty to go on in the present day and, like you said, Kendall, the files from the old case are shoddy anyway.”

      Kendall stood, eyes still on Lucy. “I’m just saying, I can walk and chew gum. Last summer I worked four murders at the same time. Brought three of them home. I can look into the present day while keeping an eye on the past.”

      Lucy nodded. “Fine. Do your thing.”

      Austin pressed his hands into the table, trying to hide the irritation he felt toward Kendall and her habit of pointing out all the amazing things she’d done.

      “So what do we actually have?” Austin asked.

      Jimmy and Lucy once again switched places. Austin had worried that their engagement might put a strain on their working relationship, but it seemed to be doing the opposite. He still missed Ridley, but they were handling things well.

      “Suspects,” Jimmy said. “Well, people of interest. There’s a famous podcaster in town doing one of those true crime series on the 1979 murder. Benjamin Gruberhaus. Calls himself ‘Mr. Murder,’ like this is all some game. Sketchy as hell. Sick bastard who loves describing cases in gruesome detail.”

      “I know him,” Austin said, the distaste clear in his voice. Gruberhaus had been one of the many media personalities who’d contacted Austin after the case of the Holiday Baby Butcher. Austin had, of course, turned down his request for an interview, but the five minutes they’d spent on the phone told Austin that Gruberhaus was either morbidly obsessed with murder or was simply happy to profit from it. The way he’d asked for details about the Baby Butcher’s victims still turned Austin’s stomach. His podcast had millions of listeners.

      “Gruberhaus is late thirties. Wasn’t born when the first murder happened,” Jimmy said, “but worth looking into.”

      “Copycat?” Kendall mused.

      Jimmy shrugged. “Really don’t know. But he was in town asking questions before Sandra Seville was killed. Maybe he started killing just to get more downloads on his podcast.”

      As much as Austin loathed Gruberhaus, he doubted he’d resort to murder to boost his podcast numbers, though it was worth following up. “What else?” he asked.

      “Another witness said he heard someone humming the song Close to You around midnight, about half a mile south of where the body was found. Was out jogging and said she heard it from near the shoreline.”

      “Jogger out at midnight?” Kendall asked, clearly thinking what Austin was thinking. Sounded more like a suspect than a witness.

      “Yup, jogging. She has no arms,” Jimmy said. “Navy. Double amputee. Competes in Paralympics. She’s not our perp.”

      “Okay,” Kendall said, “but still…”

      Jimmy frowned. “You think she carved that heart shape with her feet?”

      “Just saying, I’ll want to talk with her.”

      “Fine,” Lucy said. “We good here?”

      Kendall stood and Jimmy moved out of the way, giving her the whiteboard. “I know you want to focus on the present, but... humor me? Greg Moran and Sarah Jalawitzki. Two biggest suspects from the old case.”

      Lucy looked irritated, but waved her on as if to say, Make it quick.

      “Only two real suspects from the original case,” Kendall went on. “Greg was one of Miriam McKenzie’s ex-boyfriends and had anger issues. Had beat up a previous girlfriend.”

      “He was mentioned by a friend,” Austin added. “Possibly hit the victim in the flower shop when he found out she was dating around. Cut the heads off a bunch of roses, then broke some vases and whatnot.”

      Kendall nodded. “Died three years ago after becoming born again and moving to Texas.”

      “So why the hell are you bringing him up?” Lucy asked. “I’m guessing he’s not a prime suspect if he died three years ago.”

      “Just being thorough.” Kendall cleared her throat. “Then there was Sarah, a friend who was thought to be jealous of Miriam. They’d been sleeping with the same guy. Not Greg. Another guy whose name isn’t in the files. At the time, a couple people thought maybe Sarah had killed her. She moved to the east coast. Trying to track her down.”

      Lucy looked unimpressed. “So, after all that, you have nothing of use from the past case?”

      Kendall glared at her. “We don’t yet know what’s of use.”

      Lucy said, “You can review files on your own if you want. For now, talk to the podcaster. Talk to the witness who heard the person humming. Stay in touch with the local officers canvassing the neighborhood. Talk to the roommate of the second victim. Get into her computer, if possible. If you can find either of the victims’ cellphones, great, but I have a feeling they may be twenty feet below the surface of Dyes Inlet.”

      Austin glanced at Kendall, who nodded toward the door. “First,” she said, “we need to get back to the scene. Back to where the second body was found.”
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      “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Austin asked, though it was more of a statement than a question.

      Kendall grunted something inaudible. She seemed to be focused intensely on driving and Austin wondered whether it was because she was used to the crowded, dangerous roads in Los Angeles.

      They’d crested a hill and before them Dyes Inlet stretched out, the late morning sun glinting off the water. Tiny waves lapped lightly at the shoreline and, in the distance, sailboats drifted lazily, their white sails billowing gently in the breeze.

      Austin rolled down the window and took a deep breath, the fresh air filling his lungs as he paused to appreciate the magnificent view. The air held a crisp chill, a reminder of the coming fall. Evergreens dotted the rolling green hills surrounding the inlet, their needles rustling softly in the cool air. It was a quintessential Pacific Northwest scene.

      He tapped on the dashboard. “Nice view, right?”

      “Oh,” she said, “yeah, I mean I guess. But just because this place has 'inlet' in the name, that doesn't make it Malibu."

      He couldn’t exactly argue with that, but he’d take Dyes Inlet over Malibu any day. Not that he didn’t enjoy a nice sunny Southern California beach. But the crowds, the traffic. Although the area had gotten more and more crowded over the last decade, it was still rural and sparsely populated compared to much of the country, especially Los Angeles.

      Kendall parked behind another police car and hopped out. Austin followed her toward a section that had been cordoned off with yellow police tape. Reporters and police lingered along with a few interested neighbors and bystanders.

      A flock of seagulls circled overhead, calling out loudly to one another as they scanned for food. A garbage can next to a picnic table by the water overflowed with wrappers, pieces of sandwich, and even a small pile of popcorn.

      “There,” Kendall said, pointing to her left as she ducked under the police tape. “That’s Mr. Murder. The podcaster.”

      Austin glanced over toward the shore, where a stocky man in an ill-fitting black suit held a cellphone out toward a man in a bathrobe. He seemed to be interviewing a neighbor.

      Behind them, a camera crew was filming the whole thing and Austin recognized the anchor from the Crime TV show he’d seen in his café. She had blond hair, so light it was almost white, and wore a red skirt suit and a look that seemed more bored than anything else.

      Austin sighed. “Let’s start with the officers.”

      “Right there with you.” Kendall was already approaching a pair of uniformed officers, who were standing under a tree near the picnic table.

      Austin heard a violent shriek and looked up. A few of the seagulls descended towards the overflowing garbage, their loud squawking and frenzied diving disrupting the otherwise somber mood of the scene. A crime scene tech jumped out of the way as the brazen birds quarreled over stray bits of food around the garbage, aggressively flapping their wings at one another as they jockeyed for the morsels of food.

      “Who are you?” a young uniformed officer asked as they approached.

      Austin had never met her before and she didn’t seem to appreciate the confidence with which they’d ducked under the police tape.

      “Detective Kendall Shaw,” his partner said, not even looking at the young officer. “I’m lead on this case.” She jabbed an elbow in Austin’s direction. “He’s Austin, a—”

      “You’re Thomas Austin?” the young woman interrupted. “You looked different in the paper.”

      Austin’s face grew hot. “That was an older picture.”

      After the terrorist attack in Seattle, he’d done everything he could to avoid being on the news or in the paper, but the Seattle Times had run a piece anyway, which had been picked up by the local Kitsap County papers as well. They’d used an old NYPD photo they’d pulled off the internet.

      “I’m Connie Namkimoto, second year on the job.” She extended a hand and Austin shook it. “I would ask you to sign something,” the young officer continued, “but that would be…”

      “Unprofessional?” Kendall suggested. “Deeply embarrassing, professionally humiliating?”

      The woman nodded shyly. “It’s just so amazing what you did. You and Ridley and the others.”

      “It was nothing,” Austin said. “You would have done the same.”

      A lone seagull abruptly swooped down, nearly grazing Kendall's head in its haste to snatch a discarded bread crust near her feet. Kendall scowled in annoyance as the bird gulped down its prize and took flight again, its laughing call echoing over the inlet.

      “Charming,” Kendall said, her voice dripping with sarcasm.

      Austin had to stifle a chuckle.

      “Okay,” Kendall said, “now that we’ve had a taste of the local charms, let’s get down to it. Officer Nakimoto, was it?”

      Nakimoto nodded, shifting her eyes from Austin to Kendall.

      “Walk me through what happened.”

      Nakimoto pulled out her phone.

      “This isn’t the time to get on TikTok,” Kendall said sharply. “It’s—”

      “This is where my notes are,” Officer Nakimoto countered.

      Kendall cleared her throat and waved a hand as if to say, Fine, carry on!

      Nakimoto swiped at her phone. “Body was found in a tangle of branches under that tree at six in the morning by the garbage crew on their usual pickup route. Man walked down from the road to empty the cans and saw it. Called it in from his cellphone and left the garbage and everything else untouched. He was with his crew—the driver and the other garbage man—all morning. Didn’t see anything. Didn’t hear anything. We’ve got nothing.”

      Kendall sighed. “And the victim was found—”

      “Naked from the waist up, just like the first.”

      “The second,” Kendall said.

      Nakimoto didn’t respond, either because she didn’t make the connection to the first case or didn’t want to engage Kendall. “The heart-shaped carving looks very similar to the photos I saw.”

      Austin said, “But it sounds like the new victim is giving us even less to go on than the first. In terms of witnesses, evidence on the ground.”

      “The body is with Dr. Sawbones now,” Nakimoto said. “Maybe he’ll give you something, but yeah. Not much here, I’m afraid. No footprints to speak of, no evidence of a body being dragged across the ground.”

      Austin glanced back in the direction of the road. “Possible someone parked, slung the body over his shoulder and carried her down, then brushed the footprints out of the dirt on the way back but…”

      “I’m thinking this is a boat dump,” Kendall said. “And the body was carried here by the movement of the water.”

      Austin agreed. That was the more likely scenario.

      “How many officers do you have knocking doors?” Kendall asked.

      “Three. They’ve hit about thirty houses so far, out of the few hundred that directly border the Inlet.”

      “Good,” Kendall said, jotting notes on her pad.

      Austin glanced up to the blue sky as, out of nowhere, two seagulls locked talons above their heads, engaged in a midair dogfight over a discarded candy bar wrapper. Their raucous squeals and flapping wings made everyone look up. As quickly as they had appeared, the feuding birds broke apart, one flying away in victory with the wrapper clasped firmly in its beak.

      Kendall handed Nakimoto a card. “Stay in touch with the officers knocking doors. Update me every ninety minutes whether you have anything or not. If a neighbor heard a mouse sneeze at two in the morning, I want the mouse’s name and social security number. Got it?”

      She didn’t wait for a response. She was on her way up the dirt path toward Velma Wakefield’s house.
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      I get no respect… I tell ya, when I was born, the doctor smacked my mother.

      Velma Wakefield turned down the volume on the comedy album she’d been listening to on her record player, then sat on the edge of an armchair, poised like a nervous bird at the edge of a branch.

      “Did you live in this house in 1979?” Kendall asked her.

      “I did.”

      “Mr. Austin and I came back today because we’d like to speak with you about the original murder. We’ve read about the victim, but I wonder… you were around her age at the time. How well did you know her, if at all?”

      “They say if you don’t have anything nice to say…” Ms. Wakefield let her eyes fall to the ground.

      I told my mother, ‘I’m gonna run away from home.’ She said, ‘On your mark.’

      There was something incongruous about the sound of a Rodney Dangerfield comedy album playing in this house, which one could generously describe as overflowing with collectibles or ungenerously a hoarding nightmare. Not to mention, he was in the middle of a rant about how bad he had it growing up, which made Velma’s prim and proper demeanor even stranger.

      “With all due respect to you, and to the victim,” Kendall said pointedly, “we’d prefer to hear the truth, if you don’t mind.”

      When I was a kid, my mother used to rock me, and she used big rocks.

      “Miriam was known to get around,” Velma said. “Might I leave it at that?”

      “She had a lot of boyfriends?” Kendall asked.

      Velma nodded. “Some of us girls—and this wasn’t very Christian of us—but some of us called her Mmmmmm because that’s what the fellas said when they saw her.”

      Austin was confused. “Mmmmmm, like a delicious meal?”

      “Miriam Maria McKenzie. Three ‘M’s in a row, and we just added more and… I don’t know. Honestly we were probably jealous of all the attention she got.”

      “Did you know any of them?” Austin asked. “Any of the men she dated?”

      “Greg, everyone knew him. I didn’t approve of the way she lived, but she didn’t deserve to get beat up.”

      This caught Kendall’s attention. “Greg Moran. Did you see it happen? Did you see him beat up Miriam?”

      “Didn’t see it myself, but my friend did. Right in the flower shop where she worked.” Velma shook her head. “He passed away, I heard.”

      “He did,” Austin said, “though that doesn’t mean he’s innocent. We don’t yet know for sure whether the cases are connected.”

      I remember when I was kidnaped. They sent a piece of my finger to my parents. My father said he wanted more proof.

      “What about Sarah?” Kendall glanced down at her notebook. “Sarah Jalawitzki?”

      “She was worse than Greg,” Velma said. “Just a terrible human being, and I’m sorry, I don’t say that lightly.”

      “Can you be specific?” Austin asked. “She was one of the suspects when Miriam died and—”

      “I know,” Velma said, “it was in the papers at the time. I never thought she did it, but ya never know, right?”

      “In the file,” Austin said, “there was a mention that they might have been dating the same man. Any idea who that might have been?”

      Velma shook her head. “Coulda been anyone.”

      “He was mentioned as possibly older?” Austin said, trying to jog her memory. “Greg was around the same age, so I’m assuming it was one of the other guys she went around with.”

      “And you think…” Velma covered her mouth as though the thought was too terrible, even though she’d been speculating about it moments before. She had an odd way about her, like she’d been alone so much that her reactions were out of sync with typical human interactions. Her rhythm of speech was like the comedians she listened to on the record player—she was pausing for a reaction like comedians paused for laughter between jokes. “You think Sarah may have killed Miriam… because of this man?”

      “We’re tracking Sarah down,” Kendall said, neutrally. “But we’d also like to know the name of any guy they were both seeing.”

      Velma shrugged and folded her arms. “There were too many to keep track of.”

      Austin glanced at Kendall and nodded toward the door. This was going nowhere and they needed to get to the apartment of the most recent victim.

      As they left, Velma turned up her record player and the comedy of Rodney Dangerfield followed them out.

      I asked my old man if I could go ice-skating on the lake. He told me, ‘Wait til it gets warmer.’
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        * * *

      

      Karen Sturgis had lived on the second floor of a little duplex in Bremerton, only a few miles from Velma Wakefield’s house. Her roommate, a much younger woman, answered the door, peeking out only a crack, her dark eyes dancing from Kendall’s face to Austin’s.

      “Who are you?” she barked. “Not those jackals from the TV, are you?”

      Kendall introduced herself and, after a bit of back and forth, convinced the woman to let them in. In the living room, a perfectly neat square with white carpet, white walls, and a white leather sofa, she introduced herself as Karen’s tenant, Sonya Machado. She was close to Austin’s height, nearly six foot, he guessed, but she carried herself smaller than she was. Slumped in a white leather recliner, shoulders hunched, eyes darting around like she was afraid someone was going to jump out from behind the whitewashed bookshelves, which held only empty vases, decorative cat figurines, and other display items.

      “You seem nervous,” Austin said.

      “The bastards from the press have been calling all morning. How did they get my number? And that podcaster? He came by, too. Mr. Murder. Shouldn’t there be some law that people have to leave you alone when your landlord dies?”

      “You say ‘landlord,’” Kendall said. “Were you two not close?”

      Sonya considered this. “We were friendly, but not really close. Almost forty years age difference, and I have only been here six months. It was very much her place, but she was on social security and couldn’t afford it on her own anymore.”

      “What brought you to this listing?” Austin asked.

      “Husband cheated on me and I left his ass. After six years of marriage. I’m back in school. Going for my nursing degree. Olympic College.”

      “Good for you,” Kendall said. “Did Karen ever speak of any threats against her, or any unusual people coming around the house?”

      “I’m at school all day and work at Wal-Mart on weekends. We didn’t talk much.”

      “You didn’t answer my question,” Kendall said flatly.

      Austin gave her a look, but Kendall ignored her.

      “No,” Sonya said. “She was dating though. First night I moved in she asked if I could teach her how to use The Apps.” Sonya chuckled. “I thought it was funny because she wasn’t like, ‘Teach me to use Tinder, or Match, or Bumble.’ She said The Apps and she held up her phone with two hands like it was some mysterious scroll from those old fantasy books she liked. I don’t know, I got a laugh out of it.”

      “And you taught her how to use the apps?” Austin asked.

      Sonya nodded. “We landed on Golden Connections. Runs just like the apps I use, but it’s for seniors. She was on at least one date a week.”

      Kendall stood. “Let’s take a look around.”

      Sonya led them upstairs to Karen’s floor, where a small landing led to two doors, a bedroom and a bathroom.

      “It’s a small place,” Sonya said, “and she had a very different style than me, so she had to get a storage unit when I moved in.” She smiled sadly. “That was part of the deal. I like things neat and simple, black and white. As you can see, she was very different.”

      Austin scanned the bedroom, which was tidy but full of stuff, the walls covered in colorful posters from movies and books and a huge wall-hanging that appeared to depict a scene from The Shire in Lord of the Rings or The Hobbit. Austin wasn’t sure which.

      Kendall asked, “The dates, did she mention anyone specifically?”

      Sonya cocked her head and pulled her ponytail from one side of her neck to the other. “There was the bartender from Poulsbo. That was a while back. Some Navy guy she said was really nice but no spark. And the latest guy. She’d gone out with him twice.”

      “What did he do?” Austin asked, looking through her closet.

      “Said he was real funny, but… I don’t think she mentioned a job. She said something about being worried that he was broke.” She held up her hands defensively. “Not that she was a snob about money or anything, but she wasn’t looking for a guy she had to support.”

      “Bingo,” Kendall said from across the room. She’d put on blue gloves and was holding up a thin black laptop. “We heard you might have a password?”

      Sonya shrugged. “I can give you the shared wifi password. She said once that she used the same password for everything because it was all she could remember.”

      Kendall handed Sonya her notebook and she scribbled something.

      “Eowyn1958!?” Kendall said the password like a question.

      “The year she was born was around fifty-eight,” Austin said.

      Sonya pointed at the wall hanging. “And Eowyn is a character from Lord of the Rings. She loved those books and movies.”

      Kendall shoved the laptop into a clear plastic bag. “You haven’t seen her cellphone, have you?”

      Sonya shook her head. “She probably had it with her, I assume.”

      “Problem with cellphones,” Kendall said, “is that they are the datebook, the phone record, the notebook. All the clues we use to find are now in one place that can be tossed in the water. But this’ll certainly help.”

      She headed for the door. “Sonya, I noticed a key hook by the door. There was a little one on its own, rubber ring, rainbow colored.”

      “You noticed all that?” Sonya asked, leading them back down the stairs toward the front door.

      Kendall took the key. “It’s for the storage unit, isn’t it?”

      “How’d you know that?” Sonya asked.

      Kendall said, “Thanks, Sonya. We’ll be in touch,” and walked out

      Out on the porch, Kendall held up her phone, but not long enough for him to read the document displayed on the screen. “Preliminary from Doctor Sawbones. Style of the lacerations in her back, manner of death, everything identical. I mean, we already knew this was the same guy, but it’s confirmed. And evidence of sleeping pills. Same one in both women.”

      “That explains the lack of defensive wounds,” Austin said.

      She nodded. “Let’s get to the storage unit.”

      “How’d you know about the key?” Austin asked.

      “Knew it was Karen’s because of all the color. Sonya would never have a bright rainbow ring around her key. Plus, the oval-shape and asymmetric cut to the key head is typical for storage units. Makes copying them harder and improves security.”

      Austin hopped in the passenger seat.

      He was growing more comfortable with Kendall and he had to admit she was observant. Plus, now that they were working, she had less time to make snide remarks.
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      “We’re being followed,” Austin said as Kendall pulled into the parking lot of Dan’s Kitsap Storage.

      Kendall shut off the car and glanced in the rearview mirror.

      “He’s at nine o’clock,” Austin said. “Red SUV. Small one, like a Kia Soul or something.”

      Kendall glanced out casually. “I saw that car at the Inlet earlier, before we went to Ms. Wakefield’s. Nice catch, New York.”

      Austin hadn’t noticed the car at the scene earlier, but he’d picked up on it about six blocks back when Kendall missed a turn and had to circle around the block. The red SUV had done the same.

      “How do you want to handle it?” Austin asked.

      “Probably a reporter and, as much as I wish we could, we can’t stop them from tagging along.”

      Austin glanced over again, but couldn’t see a driver through the glare on the windshield. “Ten bucks says it’s the podcaster.”

      “Ignore it for now. Let’s head to the unit. If he waits here in the lot, we’ll get in his face on the way out. If he follows us to the unit… well then he’s trespassing on storage unit property and I imagine I can convince the owner to press charges.”

      Austin smiled. “You’re twisted, but when it comes to Mr. Murder, assuming it’s him, I fully embrace it.”

      They made their way into the office, where an acne-faced teenager let them through the gate and into the outdoor walkway area, which was lined with ten-by-ten metal storage units on either side.

      “Number sixty-two,” he said, jabbing a thumb in the direction of the unit, clearly more interested in whatever was on his phone screen than their investigation.

      Austin glanced through the chainlink fence toward the parking lot. The red SUV was parked in a far corner, but it didn’t appear that anyone was following them in. “What happens now that the owner is deceased?” he asked the teenager.

      The kid didn’t look up from his phone. “Family doesn’t claim it, we are legally required to hold onto it ’til the lease runs out, then post a notice, then, eventually, we can dispose of it or auction it off to pay the balance due.” Still staring at his phone, he hurried back to the office.

      Kendall let them into the storage unit, which was crammed full of boxes and furniture draped in yellowing sheets. Dust particles floated in the streams of sunlight that filtered in through the roll-up door, evidence that it had been some time since this space had been accessed. The musty smell of old books and cloth permeated the stuffy air. Cardboard boxes labeled "Kitchen" and "Linens" were stacked haphazardly in one corner, while an antique armchair and wooden bedframe occupied the other, buried under a pile of quilts.

      Austin had been impressed with Kendall, but still wanted to understand her better, especially her loathing for the area. As they looked through piles and boxes, he asked, “So, remind me, when did you move out of Kitsap?”

      “When I was sixteen. Graduated high school two years early. Summer classes. Anything I could do to get out of here.” She held up a framed, autographed photo of a man dressed as a wizard. “She really did love those movies.”

      “Come back for parents, or…” Austin let the question hang there.

      Kendall didn’t respond. She was inspecting a wall facing the door, which was lined with a bookcase filled to bursting with novels, knickknacks, and stacks of National Geographic magazines. A lawn mower and toolbox rounded out the eclectic collection, tucked away alongside several plastic bins marked "X-Mas Decorations" in permanent marker. “There’s nothing here,” she said. “Just stuff. No letters or diaries or anything. Seems like clues in 2023 only come from phones or laptops. Sooner we can get that laptop cracked, the better.”

      Austin agreed. “You know, I lived around here when I was a kid. Navy mom.”

      “Oh,” Kendall said.

      “Lived all over. How ‘bout you? Just L.A. or…”

      Kendall turned suddenly and got in Austin’s face. “I’m not much for small talk, so back off, okay?”

      Austin held up his hands and leaned away. “Sorry, sorry… just trying to get to know you a little. I think we got off on the wrong foot and… well, I just want to say: you’re good at this. I respect how you work.”

      She seemed to relax a little.

      “Not everyone is out to get you,” Austin said. “We’re a team, okay?”

      “If I talk about my life, we’re gonna get to why I left here in the first place, and that’s not a place I want to go.”

      Austin took a step out of the unit and into the sunshine. He glanced both directions down the walkway. Still no sign of the person from the red Kia. A guy like Mr. Murder would be happy to be a nuisance, but he’d know better than to trespass in front of the very people who could arrest him for it.

      “Sometimes it can help to talk,” he said.

      Kendall followed him out and closed the metal door to the container. She squinted at him, the bright sun hitting her face. It was an odd look, like she was assessing him. “I don’t know why I’m telling you this, but…” she let out a little puff of air… “Technically we’re partners, so, you probably get to know.” She let herself slide down the door to the unit and crossed her legs, looking out of place in her shiny leather jacket and perfectly neat black hair.

      “My mom killed herself. Right here. Drowned herself in Dyes Inlet when I was seven. Dad raised me.” Her voice was emotionless, as though she was reading a phonebook or reciting memorized lines.

      Austin crouched to try to meet her eyes, but she wouldn’t look at him.

      “Don’t look at me,” she said. “I know I sound like a serial killer. I can’t let any emotion come right now, but you wanted to know so I’m telling you. The only way I know how.” After a long pause, during which Austin stood back up, she continued. “Mom was Suquamish, dad was white. She’d been depressed and there was less talk of mental health back then. We’ve got lots of generational trauma, you know? Plus, back then, there was even less support for tribal members, especially when they moved off Rez, which my mom did when she met my dad. Anyway, she killed herself and my dad raised me. That’s it. Once she died I lost the little connection I had with the tribe. Dad did his best, he’s amazing. Was amazing. He died four months ago, which is one of the reasons I came back.” She stood and looked at him for the first time. “Anyway, now you know my story and we’re even because I read about yours online.” She punched him on the shoulder lightly. “Just a couple emotionally damaged detectives—well, one former detective—trying to outrun our pasts.”

      Austin chuckled awkwardly. “A bit cliched, huh?” When she didn’t reply, he said, “I appreciate you telling me. And I’m sorry about all of it. We don’t need to talk about it anymore unless you want to.”

      As they walked back through the office and into the parking lot, Austin tried to catch a glimpse of her face, but her eyes were straight ahead. He could respect that. After what she’d been through, he couldn’t blame her for not wanting to talk about it, and he almost regretted having pushed for information.

      “Look,” Kendall said suddenly. “Your three o’clock.”

      A man in his late fifties or early sixties was leaning on the hood of the red SUV, reading a newspaper. He was mostly bald and his fleshy cheeks matched the hue of the SUV.

      It wasn’t the podcaster. In fact, Austin had no idea who it was except that he looked vaguely familiar.

      Kendall didn’t wait for Austin to reply. She looked straight at him and quickened her strides. When she was fifty yards away, he looked up suddenly, tossed down the newspaper, and jumped in the driver’s seat.

      The engine was already on and the man slammed the gas, the SUV screeching toward the exit. Kendall froze. Austin moved to the car, readying himself for a chase.

      Just then a wide moving truck pulled into the entrance and stopped. The driver had miscalculated the turn and was waiting to back out into traffic to adjust the angle.

      The entrance and exit blocked, the man driving the SUV slammed on the brakes, nearly colliding with the moving truck. Stuck, he shot a look out the window, making eye contact with Austin.

      He didn’t appear to be a threat. He looked more scared than anything.

      Austin took a few steps toward the SUV, making a gesture to roll down the window. He saw panic in the man’s eyes, sweat trickling down his cheeks. With a violent turn of the wheel, he jerked the car up onto the curb, trying to cross a median covered in mulch and plants.

      The car got high centered and the wheels just spun.

      The man leapt out of the car and ran, glancing back. Austin took a few steps, planning to pursue on foot.

      “Wait,” Kendall called. “Austin stop!”

      He stopped and turned.

      “We’re not pursuing on foot,” she said.

      Austin turned back to the man, who was running across the street. He reached the other side and ducked between two small RVs in a used car lot.

      Back at the car, Kendall was calling in a description of the man, asking for any available units to be sent to the neighborhood.

      Austin slammed the door. “Why’d you stop me? I could have caught him.”

      “Foot pursuits are dangerous and, in this case, unnecessary. I hear you’re a bit of a cowboy. You could hurt yourself or, worse, a civilian.” She held up a wallet and vehicle registration. “Plus, we have these. Any idea who Douglas Daniels is? I feel like I know that name from somewhere.”

      Austin took the vehicle registration. “Douglas Daniels, II, with an address in Bremerton.”

      The realization hit him like a bolt of lightning straight to his brain. That’s why he’d looked familiar.

      “Douglas Daniels is the half brother of Sheriff Daniels, our boss.”

      “Why would Sheriff Daniels have his brother following us, and why would he run when…” she trailed off, shaking her head. “This is all too much. We need to get that laptop back to the office. See if the password works and, assuming it doesn’t, if Samantha can crack it.”

      “I’m sure she can,” Austin said.

      As they pulled out of the lot, Austin’s stomach grew heavy. He didn’t know why Sheriff Daniels’ brother would be following them, but, whatever the explanation, there was no way it was good.
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      Lucy had only been on the job for a short while, but she’d already adopted one of Ridley’s trademark moves. Austin watched as she paced the little conference room, cheeks puffed out as she slowly let out a thin stream of air, her forehead tense with frustration.

      Austin and Kendall had called her and told her about their run in with Douglas Daniels. She’d told them to head back to the office and do nothing until she arrived. For the last two or three minutes she’d paced in silence as she thought through her next move.

      “This is the last thing I needed this week,” she said at last. “Jimmy, shut the door.”

      Jimmy stood and shut the door after glancing both ways down the hall.

      “To say this is a sensitive subject is like…”

      When Lucy trailed off, Jimmy finished her sentence. “Like saying the Seahawks are a somewhat popular local sports franchise. A serious understatement.”

      “Right,” Lucy said. “As you know, Daniels, our boss, is running for governor, and he’s in the lead. The special election is in two weeks. I’ve met Douglas once—at a BBQ for the department or something. He’s… how would you put it, Jimmy?”

      Jimmy squeezed a rubber stress ball, then tossed it from hand to hand. “He’s special. I mean, I don’t really know him, but he got drunk as hell at that BBQ and threw up on the slide.” He shook his head. “Seeing a grown man puke on a little pink toddler slide is not something you forget. Local patrol hasn’t found him yet, and his car is being towed.”

      The door opened abruptly and everyone looked up. Austin was relieved to see Samantha carrying a box of sandwiches.

      “Relax, everyone,” she said. “First of all, I have food. Second of all…” she closed the door behind her using her foot… “Daniels is in eastern Washington. He’s doing a tour of every county, kissing babies and cutting ribbons at factory openings. Probably won’t be back for a couple days. So we have a little time to look into his half brother before he catches wind of it.”

      “How did you know about Douglas?” Austin asked.

      Samantha nodded toward Lucy. “New boss tells me everything.”

      Lucy sat and dug into a club sandwich. “I figure tech is gonna play a bigger and bigger role in what we do from now on.”

      Jimmy added, “We’ll all be working for Samantha before too long.”

      As they ate, Samantha summarized what she’d found out about Douglas Daniels. From her description, it sounded like he was a bit of a ne’er-do-well. Alcoholic. No family. A few years older than their boss, he was a product of his dad’s first marriage and had never held a steady job—just lived off various oddjob opportunities his powerful brother got him.

      “Their dad, Doug Senior” Samantha said, “was also Kitsap County Sheriff, way back in the day. This family is either local royalty or an example of the corrupt good ‘ol boys network that have run small and medium sized Sheriff’s departments for years.”

      “Another reason this is sensitive,” Lucy said.

      Jimmy took the bread off his sandwich and handed it to Lucy, who folded it up in a napkin. When she noticed Austin staring, she said, “What? He doesn’t do carbs and we’re pinching pennies right now. This’ll make good toast tomorrow.”

      Kendall, who’d been quiet a long time, said, “You’ve spent ten minutes telling us how sensitive this is, but I haven’t heard you say not to pursue it.”

      “And you won’t,” Lucy said.

      Kendall sipped a diet soda. “Good, but we don’t have much to go on.”

      “You do,” Samantha corrected, handing her and Austin each a sheet of paper. “I confirmed that Douglas Daniels didn’t have a unit rented there, so he was definitely following you. The car is registered to his ex-wife, Stacy. Address south of here, down by the Navy Yard.”

      Austin glanced at the paper. “And what’s this Silverdale address?”

      “Last known address of Douglas himself. Dumpy apartment building right off the highway. Not sure if he still lives there.”

      “And Karen Sturgis’ laptop?” Kendall asked.

      “Password didn’t work,” Samantha said. “I have my assistant on it. We’ll be in that thing soon.”

      “Email,” Kendall said. “Datebook, if she kept that digitally and it synced with her phone. We didn’t find a paper one at her place. Also, if there’s anything from any dating apps, matches or private messages—”

      “On it,” Samantha said. “You’ll have them the second I do. Text you?”

      Kendall nodded. “You’ve got my number.”

      “So we have Douglas,” Lucy said. “What about the others?”

      “I finally heard from Sarah’s daughter.”

      “Which Sarah?” Lucy asked.

      “Jalawitzki,” Kendall replied. “The one who was a suspect in the original case. Lives on the east coast. Get this: she was hit by a car ten days ago. Alive but still in the hospital, two broken legs. So she’s not our guy.”

      “Not on the recent murders,” Lucy corrected.

      Kendall waved her away. “It’s the same guy. If she’s not our guy on the recents, she wasn’t our guy back then.”

      “Let’s not do this again,” Lucy said.

      Kendall nodded, then turned to inspect her sandwich, which she proceeded to wrap back up and push to the center of the table. “Anyone want that?”

      “Not hungry?” Austin asked.

      “It has vegetables on it.”

      He shrugged, confused.

      “Only way I eat vegetables is if they’re fried.”

      Lucy tapped on the whiteboard. “So, Kendall, Austin, try to track down Douglas. Home address, then his ex-wife’s place. Jimmy and I are going to speak with that podcaster.” She glanced around. “Everybody good?”

      Austin shot a look at Kendall, who nodded and headed for the door.
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      Stacy Holmes, who until recently had been Stacy Daniels, lived in a surprisingly nice house on the water near the Manette Bridge. Austin had assumed that she’d be broke as well from Samantha’s description of her husband, but he’d assumed wrong.

      When they pulled up, the sun was setting and Stacy was sitting on a metal chair, vaping marijuana and painting in her garden, which was one of the nicest Austin had ever seen.

      An assistant stood next to her, handing her different brushes and occasionally refilling a glass of sangria from a pitcher that sat on a beautiful metal table on the grass.

      She was around sixty years old, with skin so tight it looked like it had been stretched out over a face one size too large for it. She greeted them with a friendly, inebriated smile, but didn’t stop painting when they introduced themselves.

      Kendall said, “We’re here about Douglas, Ms. Holmes. Can we ask you a few questions?”

      “Certainly, though I should warn you. I’m on my second sangria, and I always vape when I paint. Helps the creative juices flow.”

      “That’s fine, Ms. Holmes,” Kendall said. “May we call you Stacy?”

      She looked up, considering this. “No, you may not.”

      Austin cleared his throat. “Ms. Holmes, Douglas fled from us earlier today and is now considered missing. Officers have been outside his door in Silverdale and he’s not appeared. Any idea where he’d go to hide? Somewhere he feels safe?”

      She scoffed. “No idea.”

      “Do you mind if I ask,” Kendall said, “was he seeing anyone?”

      “I doubt it! Doug was what the kids call ‘a beta.’ What my generation called ‘a wimp.’ I had multiple affairs during our marriage, just to try to get a rise out of him, and he never did anything.”

      Her words weren’t quite slurred, but she was definitely somewhere between loose and tipsy. Often, Austin thought, this was the best kind of person to interview.

      Kendall walked a lap around her easel and chair, then said, “Doesn’t sound like you have a lot of regard for him. Do you mind if I ask, why’d you marry him, Ms. Holmes?”

      Stacy smiled. “I came from money, he came from a good local family. At the time, I thought his family connections would help with my business. Also, I loved him I guess.”

      “What business is that?” Austin asked.

      “Real estate. I got started in Seattle but moved out here and started my own thing when it got too competitive in the nineties. Best decision I made, too, because Homes by Holmes is the second largest realtor in the county.” She laughed. “Woulda been even bigger if I hadn’t changed my name to Daniels for a while there.”

      “I’ve heard of your company,” Austin said.

      She smiled at this and sipped her sangria, but said nothing.

      “And the house?” Kendall asked.

      “We had a pre-nup. He never earned a cent while we were married, and I left him as broke as the day we met.” She seemed deeply satisfied by this fact.

      Austin asked, “Did he ever talk about the case of the girl who was drowned back in seventy-nine? The one found with the heart carving in her back?”

      Stacy stopped panting suddenly and handed the brush to her silent assistant. “Wait, you don’t think…” She looked from Austin to Kendall, then suddenly burst out laughing. It was a wet, sloppy laughter that didn’t fit her refined look.

      “Was he ever violent with you?” Kendall asked.

      “Doug? No. A loser? Yes? A dumbass? Yes. Violent? Never.”

      “Just so we have it on record,” Kendall continued, “any reason to believe he could be involved in the recent murders at Dyes Inlet? Or the one back in seventy-nine?”

      “He was fourteen years old then,” she said dismissively.

      “Wouldn’t be the first time a teenager killed someone,” Austin pointed out.

      Stacy waved the assistant away and stood. “Douglas Daniels is like if Forest Gump had been dropped on his head as a baby. He’s dumb as a sack full of hammers. Charismatic as a rock. Interesting as a blank notebook. Clever as a lump of clay. Not only was he never violent, he is way too stupid to plot and kill anyone, let alone hide it for four decades.” She laughed again. “If you’re looking for a guy guilty of sitting on his ass and accomplishing nothing for his whole life, my ex is guilty as sin. A killer? No.”

      They stood in silence, listening to the breeze blow the leafy trees that dotted the yard.

      Stacy said, “I need to use the bathroom, but if you’d like to come in, I can show you some of Doug’s old things. I still have a box or two. I think he was in boarding school on the east coast in seventy-nine. His father was a bastard. Once he got his new, better family, he sent Doug off, didn’t want anything to do with him.”

      Kendall followed her up the stairs and into the house. Austin had ignored a couple texts during the interview and pulled out his phone.

      He had two new texts from Anna.

      Before he could read the messages, though, he heard a car coming toward him down the driveway. For a moment, he thought it was Douglas Daniels because it was an SUV of similar color to the one he’d been driving. But that SUV was now in a police lot, Austin reminded himself. And this one, as it emerged in front of him, was actually much larger. An Escalade.

      And in the driver’s seat was none other than Benjamin Gruberhaus, Mr. Murder.
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      Kendall followed Stacy—or Ms. Holmes, as she demanded to be called—up a wide staircase, then another narrower one, and into the attic. She didn’t doubt that Ms. Holmes was right about her ex-husband. As cruel as she was toward him, that didn’t mean she was wrong.

      Still, it would help to have proof that he wasn’t even in the state at the time of the first murder, if indeed she had some.

      “How long were you two married?” Kendall asked as Stacy rifled through papers in an old box.

      “Too long,” Stacy said. “Gave that loser the better part of my life, all because I didn’t want to admit defeat.” She stopped searching through the box and moved to another. “You ever have anything in your life that sticks with you so long and you base so many decisions around it, then one day you realize it didn’t mean as much as you thought, didn’t mean anything? And you’re just like, what the hell have I been doing?”

      “I think I know what you mean,” Kendall replied, noncommittally.

      She didn’t feel like getting personal with this woman. She’d only shared the story of her mother with one or two other colleagues, and then only after working with them for months. She wasn’t sure why she’d shared it with Austin. Something about him was calming, soothing. Like he didn’t judge, wouldn’t judge.

      She’d spent the first day insulting him and the county and he’d shown up anyway. That won him some credit in her book.

      “For me,” Stacy said, “it was what my dad said to me once. Told me before I got married that Doug was a loser and I’d leave him just like my mom had left my dad.”

      “Well, didn’t you do exactly that?” Kendall asked.

      “I did, and I should’ve done it sooner. But I wanted so badly to prove my dad wrong that I kept trying for three damn decades.” She laughed at herself. “Talk about stupid. Turned out he was exactly right about Doug.”

      “What about Doug’s dad? He was Sheriff back in the day, like his other son is now.”

      “He was. Never got to know him much. He came to the wedding and all, but he was always distant. Kinda the opposite of Doug, though. He flirted with me more than his son did, and I was sleeping with his son.”

      Kendall frowned. “That’s… gross.”

      “Oh, c’mon, you’re a young woman. I don’t know what brand of feminism you all practice these days, but back in the seventies we knew how powerful we were and we weren’t afraid to use a little flirting to get what we wanted.”

      Kendall studied her under the dim glow of the cobweb-covered attic light. “You’re not saying you slept with Doug’s father, are you?”

      “Of course not,” she laughed. “But I did let him flirt with me when Doug wasn’t looking. Got him to let my family lawyer handle the pre-nup. Which is why I was able to leave little Dougie with nothing.” She smiled to herself. “Maybe I knew all along I’d have to drop his ass someday. Oh, here it is!”

      Stacy handed an old leather-bound book to Kendall, who read the words printed on the spine: Kentmore Academy Yearbook, 1979.

      She flipped through some pages as Stacy looked over her shoulder.

      “There,” Stacy said, pointing to a washed-out color photo. “He was a freshman.”

      The picture showed a tall, somewhat lanky kid in an ill-fitting basketball uniform.

      “That’s Doug. And Kentmore is on the east coast. He was three-thousand miles away when the first woman was killed.”

      It didn’t prove anything, of course, but was certainly an alibi to check out if Doug continued to be a person of interest in the murders.
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      The Escalade came up the drive, then went over a bump, causing the lights to hit Austin’s eyes, temporarily blinding him.

      When it parked and the headlights went dark, he blinked rapidly, trying to adjust.

      A door creaked open. “I see you there,” came a voice from the darkness.

      Austin blinked again as the footsteps approached. “I’m not hiding.”

      “Benjamin Gruberhaus, they call me Mr. Murder. I host the Mr. Murder Investigates podcast. Number three ranked true crime podcast in America, and number two in the UK.”

      “I know who you are,” Austin said.

      “And who am I speaking with?”

      Austin ignored the question. Gruberhaus wore the same black suit he’d been wearing earlier. It had a bright red splotch on the lapel that, for half a second, Austin thought was blood. But the flecks of green made him think it was more likely some form of tomato sauce with oregano.

      Austin pointed at the stain. “Blood or marinara?”

      Gruberhaus glanced down. “Puttanesca, actually. Mario’s, down on the waterfront. Pretty good food. Third generation Italian family. Just interviewed them about the case.”

      Austin glanced up at the house. “You here to bug Ms. Holmes?”

      “I am a diligent investigator, Mr…”

      He waited for Austin to fill in the blank but Austin was happy to let his words hang there. Gruberhaus clearly didn’t recognize him, which was a blessing. And he wasn’t about to help him do his job.

      Realizing he wasn’t going to get a name, Gruberhaus continued, “I’ll assume you’re with the police, judging by your square shoulders, fine jawline and the fact that Kendall Shaw’s car is parked over there.”

      “How’d you know—”

      “Like I said, I’m diligent.” He leaned back and studied Austin’s face for a moment. Austin tried to lean into the shadows. “Oh my, it’s you. Is it you? Thomas Austin?”

      “We spoke once, then you left me a bunch of messages a while back.” Austin nodded in the affirmative. “I ignored them.”

      “So you did. Water under the bridge.” He shifted from foot to foot. “What can you tell me about the disappeared files from the murder back in seventy-nine?”

      Austin studied him. The truth, Austin realized, was that there was a good chance this guy knew more about the original case than himself. Gruberhaus had been working on his podcast series about the cold case for weeks, apparently, and likely had information Austin didn’t. “What can you tell me about it.”

      “Oh now we’re talking. Why are you here to talk to Ms. Holmes?”

      Austin folded his arms.

      “Any main suspect yet?”

      Austin scowled.

      “Any good leads from the storage unit?”

      Either Gruberhaus had been following them, or he had a good source, possibly both.

      Austin turned away. “You and I both know I’m not going to tell you anything about the investigation.”

      “Here’s the thing,” Gruberhaus said, touching his shoulder and trying to turn him back. “Hear me out. Everything rests on whether the killer at large in your county right now is the same guy who did the one back in seventy-nine. And I’m betting you were disappointed in the file you got—same as I was when I gained access to it three years ago.”

      Austin wanted to ask how he’d gotten access to the case file, but he didn’t want to give this smarmy jerk the satisfaction. “What do you want?”

      Gruberhaus laughed, jogged back to his car, and returned carrying a single piece of paper. “What I want is to find the killer, hold his bloody hunting knife up live on CNN, and become the number one podcast in the world. But I’m in a hurry right now, Tommy Boy, and I assume Kendall Shaw is in there with Ms. Holmes, with whom I’d like to speak, so I’ll offer you a deal.”

      “I don’t do deals with podcasters.”

      Gruberhaus ignored this. “This is an article published about the case in 1979. It was never added to the online archives and the reporter was transferred to Alaska a week after it came out. This is a photocopy. The original is somewhere safe.”

      “What’s it about? The Mariners? The local boating scene?”

      Gruberhaus waved it in front of Austin’s face. “I know you’ll never sit with me about the Baby Butcher. You’re too good for that and all.” He changed his voice to a deeper and somehow more official sounding tone that reminded Austin of his own voice. “We solve crimes, and we never take victory laps in the media when we do. All that BS.”

      “It’s not BS,” Austin said, growing angry, though he had to admit it wasn’t a bad impression of him. “We don’t take victory laps in the press because it re-traumatizes the victims, makes the story about us when it should be about…” He stopped himself short. He didn’t want to argue with this guy.

      “You might hate me, Tommy Boy, but—”

      He gave Gruberhaus his hardest New York City glare. “It’s Austin.”

      He waved the article in front of Austin’s face. “You’re going to want to read this, Austin.” Gruberhaus had him, and he knew it. “Now do you make deals with podcasters?”

      “If there’s something in there that helps us break the case,” Austin said, “I’ll give you a heads up before any other reporter.”

      A pang of guilt hit him as he knew he should offer the scoop to Anna if there was one to be offered. Still, even though he couldn’t stand Gruberhaus, he didn’t doubt that he’d discovered something they hadn’t yet found.

      Gruberhaus smiled. “Deal.” He handed him the paper as the door creaked open behind them.

      Without another word, Gruberhaus strode across the shadowy lawn and into the light streaming from the porch. “Stacy, I left you a message. I’m Benjamin Gruberhaus from the Mr. Murder Investigates podcast. I’d love the chance to speak with you about any interactions you had with Sheriff Bob Daniels, your former father in law, and specifically whether you ever spoke to him about his botched investigation into the drowning at—”

      “It’s Ms. Holmes,” she said firmly. “And if you’re still on my property in sixty seconds, I’ll ask Ms. Shaw here to shoot you.”
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      Back in the car, Austin read the article under the overhead light while Kendall thumbed through the yearbook she’d gotten from Stacy Holmes.

      Mystery and Suspicion Surround Young Woman's Tragic Death

      Bremerton, WA - The tragic death of 18-year-old Miriam Maria McKenzie, whose body was found drowned in Dyes Inlet last Tuesday, has shocked and dismayed our small community. According to police reports, McKenzie's body displayed a sickening heart-shaped carving that has left the local community stunned, and terrified.

      While authorities have named two suspects so far, 20-year-old Sarah Jalawitzki and 22-year-old Greg Moran, they are also looking into two other mysterious men rumored to have been romantically linked to McKenzie over the past year. However, the police have declined to name these two individuals at this early stage of the investigation.

      McKenzie had been employed at Briar's Flower Shop downtown for the past months after graduating from Bremerton High School last spring. According to her employer, McKenzie was a kind, dedicated young woman who showed up early for every shift and brought joy to customers with her friendly smile and eager conversation.

      However, unnamed sources close to the investigative team have expressed skepticism about the priority and resources being devoted to solving this tragic case. One insider described the investigation as "sloppy" and claimed that more experienced detectives are being excluded from working the case for unknown reasons.

      When reached for comment about these concerning allegations, the police department representative tersely replied "no comment" and hurried away. Their reluctance to address the criticisms and rumors of departmental infighting will surely only deepen the uncertainty surrounding the circumstances of Ms. McKenzie's death.

      Sources have also hinted at corruption influencing the investigative direction. But once again, no one within the department would go on record to confirm or deny these claims.

      What is certain is that a young woman full of promise has had her life tragically cut short. The community is demanding answers and justice in this disturbing case. Hopefully the ongoing investigation will uncover the truth soon, before the trail goes cold and Miriam McKenzie's loved ones are left without closure.

      For now, an unsettling mystery haunts our small community. Our police department would do well to dispel doubts by being more forthcoming and transparent about their efforts. Bremerton deserves no less for our lost daughter.

      It was an odd article—part reporting, part opinion piece. It named two suspects without any evidence and seemed to refer to multiple anonymous sources. Austin wondered—assuming Gruberhaus was right that the reporter had been transferred to Alaska after it was published—was it because of the quality of the journalism, or because it had hit someone too close to home?

      After reading it once, Austin read it out loud to Kendall, who tapped on the steering wheel in irritation the whole time. When he’d finished reading, Austin asked, “What? You seem personally affronted by this?”

      “Shoddy police work makes me frustrated. Corrupt police work?—if that’s actually what went on—makes me furious.”

      Austin let that hang in the air, then pointed at the yearbook, which was open on her lap. “What did you find out?”

      “Not much. Doug Daniels was in boarding school on the east coast in 1979, but that’s not proof that he didn’t kill Miriam. Could have been back on break, or just a quick trip home. We’d have to look at school records to know for sure. If we could even get them that far back.”

      “I don’t like him for this anyway,” Austin said. “He was following us, he fled, but that doesn’t mean he killed anyone.”

      Kendall sighed. “So, pretty much, we’re nowhere.”

      Austin’s attention had shifted to his phone, where he’d just received a text from Samantha. “Not so fast. Message from our tech master.” He read the message aloud. “Get back here ASAP. We’re in Karen Sturgis’ laptop and there’s something you’re going to want to see.”
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      By the time they got back to the conference room, Samantha had hooked the laptop up to a wall projector and was now walking them through the contents.

      The desktop of Karen Sturgis’ computer looked a lot like the walls of her bedroom: colorful and covered in fantasy images Austin thought could be from Lord of the Rings, but he wasn’t sure.

      Lucy had opted out of the meeting, saying she needed to finish up some paperwork in her office.

      “Every dating app has a series of settings,” Samantha said, her pleasant face growing suddenly serious, as it always did when she explained how things worked. “You can have the app email you as much as you want, anywhere from never to always. Karen had it set so she got an email notification every time she got a new match, but not every time she got a new private message. That would have been the gold mine, but to get that we would have to subpoena the company.”

      Austin knew just how slow and difficult a process that was. Most apps and tech companies argued that the privacy of their users continued even after their deaths, and even when police were investigating suspects potentially tied to their services.

      “Good summary,” Kendall said, “but tell us what we actually have.”

      “Twelve names,” Samantha added, clicking over to a list of emails in Karen’s inbox. “These are the twelve men the service matched her with in the last two months.”

      “Twelve doesn’t sound like a lot,” Austin said. “Not that I really know anything about the apps.”

      “She had selected to only be matched with men 55 to 70 years old and only within a twenty mile radius, so that didn’t include Seattle.”

      “Shocker,” Kendall said, “that Bremerton and Silverdale wouldn’t be a bastion for hot eligible bachelors over 55.”

      Austin offered up a weak frown, but he’d heard Anna complain about the lack of eligible bachelors as well so he couldn’t get too worked up about it.

      “Before we get into the names,” Austin said, “was there anything else? Schedule, calendar…”

      Samantha shook her head. “Like a lot of people, everything was on her phone. She used an iPhone but not an Apple laptop, so her stuff didn’t sync automatically and she never set it up. If we had her phone—”

      “But we don’t,” Kendall interrupted.

      “Twelve names. I’ll print it out for you, with addresses, records, anything we have.” Samantha didn't sound especially excited.

      “What?” Austin asked.

      Kendall answered. “It’s not much because we don’t know which ones she went on dates with. If the only emails we have are her matches, not her private messages, it’s just… well, not much.”

      Austin glanced at the clock on the wall. It was nearly 10 PM and he’d promised Anna dinner that night. He still hadn’t even read the texts she’d sent earlier. “Damn. I gotta get back home.” He stood. “First thing tomorrow, we start on those twelve names.”

      Kendall stood as well. “Seems like our best bet, and I need to get back to Ralph.”

      Kendall hadn’t mentioned a boyfriend before, but he was relieved. Since she’d first mentioned that he was sure to fall in love with her, the flirtation—if that’s what it was—had subsided. He was happy to keep it that way.

      He was about to thank Samantha and head out when he heard shouting in the hallway. “Where are they?” an angry voice demanded.

      He poked his head out to see Lucy, hands raised as if in self defense, blocking the hallway from… who?

      “Where the hell are they?”

      He recognized the voice of Sheriff Daniels just as their red-faced boss pushed Lucy to the side and began bounding down the hall. His hair was wild, his eyes bloodshot.

      Either the campaign trail had been unkind, or he’d been drinking again, probably both. And he’d almost certainly returned early after hearing about their run-in with his half brother.
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      Thankfully, Lucy took control of the situation. Grabbing Sheriff Daniels by the wrist from behind, she swung him around and pressed him up against the wall. “I’m sorry, Sheriff. I can’t let you attack my team.” She inhaled deeply, then recoiled. “You’ve been drinking and you’re upset about something. I—”

      “Something! I’m upset that they’re hassling my brother Dougie.” He tried to wrestle himself free but Lucy had his wrist bent awkwardly to the side. He jabbed a finger at Austin. “I’ve known you were trouble since day one, you bastard.”

      He made another attempt to wrestle himself free and Lucy tripped him. He fell clownishly to the floor.

      Lucy said, “I’m sorry, Sheriff Daniels. I know this is your house, but I simply can’t…”

      She trailed off as he rolled over on his back, covering his face in shame.

      As shocked as Austin was, he felt bad for the guy. The pressure of the campaign was clearly getting to him. Austin had known about his drinking problem, but thought he’d beat it. Apparently, he’d fallen off the wagon again.

      Daniels tried to stand, but this time he slipped on the thin carpet, careened into the wall, and collapsed. Burying his face in his hands, he began to sob.
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        * * *

      

      It took an hour and three cups of coffee to get Daniels to a place where he could speak coherently, if still somewhat sloppily.

      Austin had texted Anna, apologizing profusely and explaining the situation. She hadn’t responded.

      Now, Lucy stood over Daniels, who sat like one of their suspects in a hard plastic chair in the conference room, covered in a blanket and nursing a paper cup of coffee. “Boss,” she said, “let’s just forget about what happened in the hall. Just tell us what’s going on.”

      “Ridley is climbing in the polls. I know he’s your friend, but he’s climbing in the polls and I need to win this thing.” His tone had lost its anger, lost its accusation. He sounded like a desperate man. “You all know, my dad worked the murder back in seventy-nine. He did his best, but things were different back then. They didn’t have the resources we have now.”

      He paused, and Austin could almost feel Kendall’s reaction, which was apparent all over her face. With the article they’d just read, he wanted to ask what Daniels knew about potential corruption. Instead, he decided to see where Daniels took it himself.

      “This case makes him look bad, makes our department look bad. Makes me look bad. If Ridley was still running the department I could pin it on him. But I can’t pin it on you, Lucy. You’re a woman, and I just hired you.”

      Kendall’s mouth dropped open and Austin understood why. This was the kind of stuff political savvy Sheriff’s thought about when running for governor, Austin knew, but never admitted out loud. Apparently the three cups of coffee had not been enough to clear his head.

      “Now,” Daniels continued, “Douglas. Dougie!”

      “Why was he following us?” Kendall asked in a tone that was gentler than Austin expected.

      He looked up. “All Dougie has is the family name. It’s not his fault. He’s the eldest son, but illegitimate. Got the name but nothing else. Mom is in an institution over in Tacoma. He’s, look… he’s a dumbass, sure. But he has a good heart, and I love him. He probably heard that you were investigating the case and wanted to make sure you didn’t do anything to tarnish our dad’s name.”

      Lucy had heard enough. She crouched in front of him and spoke with a stern authority that impressed Austin. “Sheriff Daniels, here’s what’s going to happen now. Did you drive here?”

      He shook his head. “Driver is waiting outside.”

      “Good.”

      She seemed relieved. If he’d been driving drunk, that would have forced her hand. She would have had to convince him to sleep here, or arrest him. “I’m going to walk you to your car. You’re going to go home and we’re going to forget about this. We are going to pursue this case wherever it leads and we’re not going to leak a single thing to the press, or to Ridley’s campaign.” She glanced at Kendall and Austin. “We are going to protect this department, protect you, protect your dad. If poor work was done forty years ago, we are not going to leak that to anyone.”

      Austin could tell she was speaking to Kendall more than Daniels.

      “Thank you,” Daniels said.

      “But,” she continued, “if in the course of our investigation we find that any crimes were committed by Dougie, by anyone in your family, we will pursue those to the full extent of the law.”

      He looked up at her, eyes searching.

      “And if you try to interfere with that,” Lucy added, “I have reporters on speed dial who will want to know about it.”
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        * * *

      

      Outside, the night was cold, the wind whistling through the trees that surrounded the parking lot.

      “That was… interesting,” Kendall said, and he could hear the fatigue in her voice. “I mean, I kinda feel like I’ve earned a couple jokes about Kitsap County now, right?”

      He laughed weakly. “Not exactly putting our best foot forward tonight, are we? I’ve seen some outbursts from Daniels. But that was the worst.”

      “We can talk through what it means tomorrow, but Lucy… gotta hand it to her. She handled that right.”

      “Lucy O’Levelheaded,” Austin said. “Lucy O’Logical.”

      Kendall offered a tired smile. “Ralph is on the way,” she said. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Okay,” Austin said, nodding, though he didn’t quite understand why she’d need a ride since she had her car there. “Coming to pick you up?”

      A blue sedan pulled into the parking lot and Austin stood at his truck. When the door opened, Austin saw that the driver looked no more than seventeen years old. And he didn’t get out. Instead, he handed Kendall a squirming, excited dog.

      Kendall thanked the kid, then crouched and embraced the dog, which, from across the parking lot, looked a little bigger than Run, but a similar shape.

      After a minute, she let the dog go and it proceeded to dart across the empty lot toward Austin. “Oh my God,” he said. It was a corgi, like Run, but a different breed. Run was a Pembroke corgi and this pup—“Ralph,” Austin assumed—was a Cardigan variety, with short, tricolored fur in black, brown, and white, with markings on his face, legs, and chest. His long, thick tail swayed gently behind him as he sniffed Austin’s shoes and pant legs and scanned him with dark, alert eyes.

      Austin looked up as Kendall approached. “This is Ralph?”

      “Only thing I brought from L.A. Only thing I love.”
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      Anna was sitting on the porch with Run curled in her lap when he finally made it home around one in the morning. The night was black, a cold drizzle pattering the metal roof covering the small porch outside the little apartment attached to his store.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. Run looked up at the sound of his voice, but only long enough to confirm that she could go back to sleep.

      “I didn’t get the job,” Anna said, not looking at him.

      “Which one was this?”

      She scooched aside to make room for Austin. “Wenatchee Herald.”

      He sat next to her and put an arm around her. “I’m sorry. Thanks for taking care of Run. It was… a bit of a day.”

      “Did you drink your smoothie?”

      He’d come clean about the burger the previous day and vowed to stick to the smoothies and a light lunch, which he had. “I was very good. Washboard abs, here I come.” He was trying to sound light, but the run-in with Daniels, not to mention the cold and rainy turn the weather had taken, was leaving him in a sour mood.

      “I don’t want to sound like a… I don’t know… a downer, but…”

      “But what?” Austin asked.

      “What the hell should I do? There is no job market for a reporter in her mid-forties. I might need to move. To Seattle. To Tacoma. Maybe even Portland or… I don’t know.”

      Austin squeezed her a little tighter. He thought about saying she could live with him for a bit, but the truth was, he didn’t feel ready for that. And as independent as she was, he doubted she’d be interested. “It’s gonna work out,” he said. “Something’s gonna come. Just keep trying. You’re talented and smart and resourceful. I promise, a break is going to come along.”
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        * * *

      

      He awoke to his phone scooting across the nightstand as it vibrated with a series of texts.

      Bleary eyed, he picked it up and squinted. They were from Ridley.

      Can we meet this morning?

      Heading across the water for a campaign event. Kingston-Edmonds ferry, 8:30.

      Could meet at the waterfront before.

      Austin sat up in bed. He was about to reply that of course he could meet when another text came in.

      It’s about what happened in New York.

      Austin tapped out a quick reply, saying he’d be under the gazebo by the ferry line at eight.

      Anna wasn’t in bed, so he wandered into the kitchen, where he found her stuffing spinach leaves and blueberries into a blender. Before he could say anything, she turned it on. A grating whirrrrrrrr filled the kitchen and Run bolted out the doggie door for the quiet of the yard.

      She flipped it off and poured him a glass of green sludge.

      “Can’t I at least have coffee first?” he asked.

      She frowned, but handed him a cup of black coffee. “I’ve already had three cups. Job hunting online this morning.”

      “Prospects?” he asked, trying to sound hopeful as he sat at the kitchen table with his drinks.

      “Couple leads, but let's not talk about that. What you said last night is right: I’ll stay positive and I’ll find something.”

      “Good.” He sipped the coffee, then the smoothie, then the coffee again to get the taste of spinach out of his mouth. “If Ridley becomes governor, I’m going to talk to him about legislation to ban the consumption of spinach before noon.”

      Anna laughed and sat next to him, putting her feet on his lap.

      “I’m going to see Rid this morning,” he said. “Wanna come?”

      “Is it about New York, about your investigators quitting?”

      Austin nodded.

      “Then, yes. There’s something I wanted to say about that.”

      “Okay.” Austin eyed her skeptically. She’d always been a little concerned, possibly even jealous, about how much attention he gave to Fiona’s unsolved murder.

      “I want you to solve that case, no matter what it takes. I understand that you don’t just want to. You have to.”

      He squeezed her foot with one hand and sipped coffee with the other. “I appreciate that.”

      She hopped up and began washing the blender. “I’ll straighten up, then let’s get going to see Rid. See if we can’t lobby him to outlaw these damn smoothies.”
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        * * *

      

      Ridley had lost half a leg in a terrorist attack, and yet Austin had never seen his face as concerned as it looked right now. He was approaching alone as three staff members watched from the giant SUV that was now his mobile headquarters.

      Anna and Austin had taken a seat out of the rain under a gazebo at the Kingston waterfront. The sweet and savory aroma of crepes wafted toward them from a nearby crepe stand, calling for them to break their diet.

      “Hey, Anna,” Ridley said, closing his umbrella as he ducked into the gazebo.

      She stood and hugged him, but Austin could tell from the look on his face that he hadn’t been expecting her.

      “I’m sorry,” Ridley said. “I only have a few minutes before the ferry.” He sighed. “They need to get photos of me walking on, even though we’re actually driving on.”

      “It’s great to see you,” Anna said. “We’re all rooting for you.”

      “And great to see you,” Ridley said. “But, and I’m sorry, I need to talk to Austin alone.”

      “It’s okay,” Austin said. “She can hear this. It’s—”

      “No,” Ridley said, his jaw popping as he ran a hand over his bald head. “It’s not what you expect, and I need to talk with you alone.”

      Austin glanced at Anna, who was already inching away. Ridley was not known to be dramatic, so when he made a request like this, it had to be for a good reason.

      “Give us a few?” Austin asked.

      Anna nodded. “I’ll go stand next to the crepe place and drool.”

      Austin chuckled, but Ridley’s look and demeanor had him something more than concerned. He tasted burnt-toast, a dry bitterness that came every time he felt an unknown dread.

      “Sit down,” Ridley said.

      “Nah, I’m okay,” Austin said.

      Ridley nodded toward the bench.

      This time, Austin sat.

      “This is not how I’d want to do this, and it’s not something I want to do at all,” Ridley began. He swallowed hard. His look was as devastated as Austin was beginning to feel, even though he didn’t yet know why.

      “Ridley, what?” he asked.

      “Claire and Sean, I went to see them. They wouldn’t tell me everything, but here’s the situation. They went to New York and began looking into the names. First thing, you were right: all four of them were tied into a huge, multi-agency investigation into the Namgung crime family. I don’t have details, and they wouldn’t share them. And that’s because they got followed, they got threatened. I don’t even know which side of the investigation those four were on. Crooks or cops.” He shook his head. “They felt lucky to make it out of New York alive. They are good at what they do, but that situation is way above their pay grade. Above anyone’s pay grade.”

      “Okay,” Austin said cautiously. All this was pretty much in line with what Austin had gleaned from the little Sean had been willing to say.

      “There’s more.” Ridley’s face was pained. “Jorge Lopez. One of the men on your list. They found evidence that Fiona had been meeting with him in the six months before she… before her death.”

      Lopez, Austin recalled, worked in the FBI, or at least had worked in the FBI back then, though he hadn’t been able to find many details online. “Meeting with… with Lopez?”

      Ridley nodded. “They met at least once a week at a hotel in Brooklyn, during the day. Always weekdays.”

      The world around him blurred then, everything turning into a soft-focused nothing. Everything except the space inside his head, which spun like a top that was losing speed and wobbling, about to fall over.

      Why would Fiona have been meeting with Lopez in a hotel? And, much more present in his mind at that moment, why wouldn’t she have mentioned it?

      “There has to be more,” Austin said. “They have to have told you more, discovered more.”

      “There is, and I only got it because I threatened Sean.” He stood and walked a little lap around the picnic table, pausing to watch the incoming ferry dock nearby. “Look, that’s my ride and I—”

      “Rid, please.” Austin gave Ridley a hard stare.

      “They got her planner.”

      “She didn’t use a planner. I mean, we had a shared Google calendar that I could never figure out.”

      “Not the Google calendar. She had another one. A different one. There were gaps in it every Tuesday from noon to three.”

      “Okay, but…”

      “I’m not gonna pretend to know exactly what it means, but, is there any chance she was having an affair?” Ridley grimaced. “I’m sorry. Austin look I…” He glanced up toward the ferry. “I have to go. We can talk later.” He stood and patted Austin on the back.

      And with that, he was gone.
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      Austin watched Ridley leave, a hollow feeling settling over him. He didn’t believe it. Wouldn’t and couldn’t believe it.

      The memories of her final days were coming back now, flooding him from all directions. They’d both been busier than normal in the week leading up to her death. He didn’t recall the details, but he was certain she’d never mentioned Lopez, or meetings in a hotel.

      But there was no way she was having an affair. No way.

      At least, he didn’t think so.

      And yet, unless Sean and Claire were wrong, she had lied to him.

      Anna approached and he blinked, trying to regain focus.

      “I caved,” she said. “Couldn’t resist.”

      She handed him half a crepe. He stared at it blankly.

      “Nutella and banana. Austin, what’s wrong? Austin?”

      Austin’s mind raced.

      His father had told him once that if you’ve looked at all the logical angles of a decision, all the facts in a situation, and still didn’t know what’s true, just believe what you want to believe until you see evidence to the contrary.

      In that moment, Austin decided to believe his heart and not what Ridley had just implied. There had to be some other explanation. Looking up at Anna, he said, “The private investigators think Fiona was having an affair. I don’t think so, and I’m not going to let it distract me. Not now, anyway. I’ll drop you off at my place, but I have to go.”

      If he was going to believe in Fiona, he would act on her deepest belief.

      Every single second

      Of every single day

      Every victim deserves my best

      He was going to get back to work.
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        * * *

      

      “Jimmy,” Lucy said, looking to Austin and the others in the room for support, “we’re not getting a comedian for our wedding!”

      “It’s a family tradition, baby.”

      “You said you’d pick the band. BAND!”

      Jimmy smirked. “Lucy O’Listen-Closer-Next-Time. I said I’d pick the ‘entertainment.’ And there will be a DJ. But also a comedian. It’ll be unique.”

      She let out an exasperated sigh. “Scientists should study our brains to figure out how I could have fallen in love with someone like you.”

      “Actually,” Jimmy said, “scientists are currently conducting a triple blind study on how I got so awesome.”

      They had all gathered around the conference table for breakfast sandwiches that Kendall had picked up for everyone on her way to the office. Austin had picked at a fried egg on a roll, but, despite his resolution to focus on the case, his appetite was gone.

      “You ever been married, Kendall?” Lucy asked.

      She shook her head. “I’m married to staying single.”

      “Austin, what about your wedding?” Jimmy’s words floated by like a cloud passing in the sky. He rapped a pen on the table. “Earth to Austin. Tell us about your wedding, man.”

      “I… what?”

      Lucy tossed a balled-up napkin at Jimmy’s head. “Maybe he doesn’t want to talk about it, you dunce.”

      “Right, wedding,” Austin heard himself saying. “Yes, it was, um, nice.”

      There was an awkward silence. Everyone in the room, Austin assumed, thought he didn’t want to speak about it because Fiona had died. In truth, despite his decision to get back into the case, he couldn’t stop the memories of their final days from coming back to him. The interesting thing was, there were no revelations, nothing that clicked. Just little moments. Looking at Fiona over his coffee mug, waving at her as she walked out the door. Nothing to explain hotel meetings with Lopez.

      “The podcaster may be a sketchy bastard,” Jimmy said, shifting gears, “but he didn’t do it.”

      Samantha, who’d been slurping loudly from a massive iced coffee milkshake in a clear plastic cup, perked up. “He was in town on the night of the murders—the recent murders—but hotel security footage places him in his room the whole night.”

      “Any chance the footage is doctored?” Kendall asked.

      “Reviewed it myself,” she said. “Unless Mr. Murder is one of the top digital hackers on earth and somehow gained access to the hotel’s system, no. It’s triple-timestamped.”

      “So,” Lucy said, “that rules him out. What else do we have?”

      Kendall held off from taking the last bite of her bacon and egg sandwich. “Austin and I are gonna start on the men Karen Sturgis matched with on Golden Connections, the dating app.”

      Austin heard his own voice as though he was outside himself, observing the whole thing from a distance. “Any word on Douglas Daniels?”

      “No,” Jimmy said. “We have patrol keeping an eye out, but he’s in the wind.”

      “Of the twelve men on this list,” Kendall said, “we have addresses and phone numbers for ten of them. Two aren’t showing up with local addresses. A couple we’ve been able to tentatively rule out based on alibis they were able to provide digitally.”

      Samantha nodded. “One was on a flight at the time of Karen’s murder and another provided screenshots of their chats—they never met for a date because, and I’m quoting here, ‘Karen was a damn hippie pagan communist and I’m a decent, God-fearing man.’ I guess that doesn’t rule the guy out entirely. We’ll confirm that the screenshots are real, but I think it’s solid.”

      “I spoke with two others,” Kendall said. “One said they went on a date three days before she died. Not a love connection. Another works at a bank in Bremerton, a widower, said she ghosted him after two dates, but that was a couple months back.”

      “Motive?” Jimmy asked. “I know back when I used to get ghosted I—”

      “What?” Lucy asked. “Considered drowning the women who ghosted you?”

      Jimmy looked apologetic. “I was gonna say I drank a few extra beers and maybe splurged on some carbs. I meant, for the wrong guy, a crazy guy, getting ghosted could be a trigger.”

      “We’ll talk to him,” Austin said.

      Lucy was writing a list on the whiteboard.

      1. Kendall/Austin: Talk to men Karen matched.

      2. Samantha: Keep Digging on victim 1: Miriam McKenzie.

      3. Everyone: Find Douglas Daniels.

      4. Jimmy: Hire the Damn Band!

      5. Lucy: The Dreaded Meeting

      “The dreaded meeting?” Kendall asked, saying what Austin was thinking.

      “Sheriff Daniels. He’s coming in this morning—late morning, after you all clear out—I’m gonna reiterate what I said last night and dig into the past a bit. See if I can find anything else from the original investigation.”

      “Good,” Kendall said.

      Everyone stood.

      “One more thing,” Kendall added, turning to Jimmy. “Make sure the band knows eighties songs. They’re always a hit at weddings.”

      Jimmy frowned. “Like, the nineteen eighties? Like I said, we’re getting a DJ. EDM and Irish music.”

      Kendall shrugged. “Your loss.”
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      He swiped left, bringing up a new profile.

      Name: Betty, 68

      Bio: Twice married grandma rediscovering her wild side. Can cook a mean lasagna and still tear up the dance floor. Let's laugh over wine and see where the night takes us.

      Her photos showed a woman dressed sharply, getting coffee with friends, golfing, and posing with her grandkids. Her face was sweet, but chubby and somehow judgmental. Not his type.

      He swiped left again, revealing a new face smiling out from his phone screen.

      Ahh, that’s better, he thought.

      Name: Deborah, 61

      She was pretty, her glamorous headshots and full body photos highlighting her fashionable, put-together look. Also pictured traveling, gardening, and out to dinner.

      Bio: Youthful outlook, timeless style. Widow and former model seeking a confident, distinguished man to share life's adventures with. Opera, arthouse films, and flea markets make me smile.

      He swiped right, hoping for a match. Nothing happened on his screen, which meant one of two things: either she hadn’t yet responded to his profile or she’d already swiped left on him, indicating a lack of interest.

      Ah well, nothing he could do about it now. Not everything was meant to be.

      And even those that were meant to be had to end.

      Since returning to Kitsap County, the Golden Connections app had been a godsend. It was harder to meet people in person these days, and for a man of his age, meeting people at bars felt desperate. But this app, designed specifically for singles over fifty-five years of age, was fabulous.

      The next profile came up.

      Name: Martha, 57

      Bio: 57 going on 30! Energetic, outdoorsy teacher who's always up for new things. Searching for a fellow thrill-seeker to explore all this great big world has to offer. Wanderlust a must!

      The photos showed an active Martha running races, hiking mountains, wakeboarding, and doing yoga on the beach.

      He swiped right. His heart sank a little bit each time he swiped right and didn’t see the little cloud of red, white and blue confetti on the screen. That animation meant that she’d already swiped right on him and that they’d then be able to chat and arrange a date.

      The next profile was for Velma, age 62.

      Her photos were just okay. She was slim, with gray hair and a pleasant enough face, though it was a little mousey. One image that caught his eye had her standing in front of a Johnny Carson poster. He thought Carson was overrated, but still, not a bad sign.

      Her bio didn’t fit on the three lines provided and he scrolled up to read the full entry.

      Single woman living on the shores of Dyes Inlet looking for a fellow comedy enthusiast to share endless laughs! When not collecting classic comedy memorabilia, you can find me organizing my various collections or re-watching my favorite stand-up specials.

      I know more comedy trivia than anyone has a right to. My place is packed with rare signed posters, records, and memoirs. Let's debate the finest standup routines over coffee. But I should warn you, it takes a lot to get me out of the house.

      Looking for a man who appreciates a love for laughter that never fades. Bonus if you can recite iconic bits in the car and have strong opinions on the best SNL eras. Kindness and confidence are a must.

      Laughter and connection awaits!

      He swiped right and…

      Yes!

      The animated confetti drifted across his screen.

      Hello, Velma.

      He had another match.
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      They were on their third visit to one of Karen’s matches by the time they got a piece of information they could use. The man’s name was Taj Patel and, it turned out, he was the cousin of Sanjay Patel, Dr. Sawbones.

      After seeing his cousin’s success in the area, he’d moved out and opened a well-known vegetarian Indian restaurant, Paneer Palace. Probably in his late fifties, he was a short man with rich black hair and a twinkle in his eye, like he was in on a joke only he knew about.

      Austin and Kendall met him in a storage room off the kitchen of his restaurant, the smell of spices wafting around them and the occasional clang and bang of a pot or pan making its way into their conversation.

      “She was a sweet woman,” Taj was saying, “but not for me. I am looking for a more traditional girl.”

      “What do you mean, traditional?” Kendall asked. “Religious?”

      He let out a quick laugh that faded into a white-toothed smile. “No, not that. I am Hindu, but I hardly expect to find many Hindu women around here. She was just too, I don’t know, something for me.”

      Kendall’s tone had grown irritated. “And that thing was, what? We’re investigating her murder, Mr. Patel.”

      “I do not wish to say.”

      Austin intervened. “Did she say anything about other men? Men she’d met on the app, maybe dates that hadn’t gone well?”

      “She did, and…” he let his eyes drift back to Kendall. “That’s what I was saying but, and I’m sorry. I was raised not to speak ill of the dead. She tried to sleep with me on our second date. I was not comfortable with that and she said she, ‘Does it all the time.’” He grimaced slightly. “I try not to judge, but I was simply not comfortable with that. Not on a second date, for certain.”

      Kendall said, “So she was more forward than you liked?”

      He nodded.

      “Okay.” Austin had ruled this guy out as a suspect pretty quickly. Now he was mostly interested in what Karen might have said about other guys. “Specifically, what did she say about other guys?”

      “It’s fairly common now for people on dates to commiserate about how terrible their experience on the apps have been. It’s an ice breaker. We all hate them and we are all on them.”  He chuckled. “Like a sinking ship.”

      Austin was glad he’d never had to experience a dating app.

      “And,” Taj continued, “Karen got right into it. Said she’d met a bunch of guys, mostly losers, though she didn’t use that word, she implied it. Said she met one guy who creeped her out. They kissed on the second date and then he got weird, pushed her away and never called her again.”

      Kendall seemed skeptical. “Isn’t that kinda what you did?”

      He stepped back. “Not at all. I was not comfortable with it and I told her. She said this guy was violent, like she’d harmed him.”

      Kendall jotted this down in her notebook. “And she didn’t give a name for the guy?”

      He shook his head.

      “Well, send over the screenshots of your messages, if you would.”

      “I’m happy to.”

      “And I’ll be back for dinner soon,” Austin said.
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        * * *

      

      Austin’s phone rang as he shut the door and Kendall started the car. “Hey, Samantha.”

      “You with Kendall? Put it on speaker.”

      Austin clicked over to speakerphone.

      “Kendall, it’s Samantha. I have news. I figured out why we couldn’t find local addresses for two of the guys Karen had matched with. They were using fake names. Spoke with someone at the app—Golden Connections—and he said it’s somewhat common. You have to pay $8 a month for a verified account, but anyone with an email address can start an unverified account.”

      Kendall pulled out of the parking lot, splashing through potholes filled with water as she entered the road.

      “One of the email addresses pinged a name in my searches,” Samantha continued. “His was one of twenty million email accounts that got leaked on the dark web in the Curtison Hack of 2022. Long story short, after gaining initial access through an exploit in the unpatched CMS, they were able to escalate privileges and dump the entire user table from the production database. The 2FA implementation was easily bypassed with a MITM attack on the session cookies, giving them unfettered RCE to extract over 10 million PII records and post them.”

      “That was the short version?” Austin asked.

      “Sorry,” Samantha said. “You don’t need to understand anything other than this: Remember Benjamin Bryans? He was one of the men Karen matched with who didn’t have a local address. Turns out, that’s a fake name for none other than Douglas Daniels, II. He was on the dating app under a fake name and matched with Karen Sturgis five weeks ago.”

      “Holy hell,” Kendall said. She swerved the car across three lanes of traffic and made a U-turn, heading back in the direction of the office.

      “There’s more,” Samantha said, and Austin could hear the excited satisfaction in her voice. “He matched with the first victim as well. Sandra Seville. Two months ago. We didn’t even know she was on the app until we saw it.”

      As Kendall sped toward the station, Austin thought out loud. “If Douglas Daniels killed those women, why the hell would he follow us to the storage unit that day? It doesn’t make any sense.”

      Kendall switched lanes, swerving around an old rain boot that, inexplicably, lay in the center of the road. “Not everything makes sense. This isn’t a movie where everything has to tie together nicely. In the real world, sometimes things don’t make sense. Sometimes people do dumb shit. And Douglas Daniels certainly seems capable of that.”

      Austin wasn’t so sure. “Yeah, but he is a real person with real motivations. He had to have some reason to follow us.”

      She didn’t respond. Instead, she tapped on the little screen on her console, which was connected to her phone.

      “Who are you calling?” Austin asked.

      “I have an idea.”

      Austin saw the name in her contact book as she tapped it on the screen. Stacy Holmes.

      Douglas’s ex-wife.

      It rang three times before she picked up. “Hello?”

      “Ms. Holmes, it’s Kendall Shaw.” She pulled into the parking lot of a grocery store, leaving the car idling.

      “Oh, what a delight. You know your stupid officers in their patrol car have been sitting at the end of my driveway for two days now. I walked down and told them what I already told you and what I’ll tell you again: I haven’t seen Douglas and there’s no way he would come here, even if he is on the run, which I very much doubt.”

      “Ms. Holmes, listen,” Kendall said. “We have confirmed that Douglas matched on a dating app called Golden Connections with both of the victims, both very recently. This is enough to move him from a person of interest to our prime suspect at this time. I should warn you that withholding even a shred of information at this point will be considered aiding and abetting a wanted murderer.”

      It was a bluff, the kind Austin had always been hesitant to make. Most people of Stacy Holmes’ wealth and age would clam up and ask for a lawyer at this point, even when they hadn’t done anything wrong. And though Austin was fairly sure she wasn’t covering anything up, he also knew that she might not like being threatened. And she probably knew her rights. Not knowing anything about your ex-husband’s whereabouts was no crime.

      So what Stacy Holmes said next surprised the hell out of him.

      “Oh my God,” she blurted out, “the Victorian!”

      “Ms. Holmes, what?” Kendall asked.

      “I own four or five investment properties. Back before I realized what a crud bucket Doug was, we used to spend weekends at a gorgeous Victorian in Port Gamble. Truly historic house. Baby blue, right on the water. I used to love that house. We’ve let it go, but—”

      “So, what about it?” Austin asked.

      “I think Doug still has a key to it. It’s been all closed down for a couple years because I’m waiting for the market to bounce back before I sell it. Anyway, he might still have a key because, in the last year or two, as we grew apart, he used to spend weekends there drinking beer and generally being a loser.”

      Austin glanced at Kendall, who’d already pulled out and was heading in the direction of Port Gamble.

      “Address?” Austin asked.

      Stacy gave him the address.

      He thanked her and ended the call as he tapped it into the GPS.

      “Why have I heard of Port Gamble?” Kendall asked. “I don’t think I ever went there as a kid, but… I don’t know. It rings a bell.”

      Austin had no idea. The map came up on the screen.

      “Wait,” she continued as she studied it, “that’s the little town across from the S’Klallam reservation. The town everyone says is haunted.”
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      “Seriously,” Kendall said. “All the old houses, the graveyards. Everyone says it’s haunted.”

      The GPS said they were five minutes from their destination, though all Austin could see were evergreens on either side of the road. Even though Port Gamble was only twenty minutes from his house, he’d only driven through it a few times on his way to someplace else.

      “I guess I’ve heard that,” Austin said.

      “Humor me, find me something online about it.”

      Austin ran a quick search on his phone, then read from a local blog called: Real Ghosts of Kitsap. “Port Gamble has all kinds of ghost stories and paranormal rumors swirling around it. That old mill town located on the northern tip of the Kitsap Peninsula has been around since the mid-1800s, when James Birch founded the Evergreen Mill Company. Given its long history, it's no wonder locals say it's haunted. The spirits are believed to be previous lumber mill workers who died in tragic sawmill accidents. Folks claim they can hear the old sawmill machines mysteriously turning on, saws buzzing in the night. Then there's the tale of the worker who fell onto a large sawblade and is now seen wandering around the mill looking for his severed arm. His name was Byron Muddlebrook, and the historic records show he did die that way in 1904. Beyond the mill, there's the Walker-Ames House, a beautiful Victorian mansion built in the 1880s, where a lady ghost in white has been spotted in the windows. And the gravesite of the mill's founder James Birch in the old pioneer cemetery is said to be haunted by his ghost, too. With its isolated location along Puget Sound and all that history, Port Gamble has many layers of ghostly legends attached to it."

      Kendall glanced at Austin. “Do you believe in ghosts?”

      “Fiona once told me I was a practical skeptic by nature. I don’t believe much and I don’t disbelieve much. I try to focus on what’s in front of me.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      Ahead of them, the cute little town came into view and the GPS blurted out, “In one mile, continue left on 104, then turn right on Crab Bluff Drive.”

      “No,” Austin said. “I don’t.”

      “I do,” Kendall said, “Or maybe spirits. I wasn’t really raised with my tribe, the Suquamish. But after my mother took her own life, the best parts of her stuck around to communicate with me. I don’t only believe that, I know it for sure.”

      Austin said nothing. He had no reason to doubt her, though he had little reason to believe her, either. Her experience had nothing to do with his, so he had no opinion about it.

      Kendall veered left around a bend as the GPS said, “In one quarter mile, turn right on Crab Bluff Drive, then the destination is on your left. 234 Crab Bluff Drive.”

      They rode in silence, anticipation building in Austin. Then he saw it, a large, light blue Victorian house, exactly as Ms. Holmes had described it.

      Kendall turned down a driveway that ran toward the water.

      The house itself sat off to the left and was framed in gray mist that had taken over when the drizzle had died down. Overlooking the Sound, the high-bank waterfront property was at least an acre of lush lawns and mature plantings, the house itself a two-story, with a steeply pitched roof, ornate trim, and wraparound porch. The porch sagged slightly but still spanned the front of the house, supported by intricately carved columns. It definitely needed some TLC, but Austin imagined it would be worth a fortune when fixed up, given its size and waterfront location.

      Kendall stopped the car in the center of the gravel drive, which was empty save for weeds and a few dried leaves. “No cars,” Austin said.

      “If he’s in there,” Kendall said, “he likely would have known to ditch his car. Oh, wait, we have his car.”

      “That’s right,” Austin said.

      They both sat motionless, staring up at the house.

      “Do you think it’s haunted?” Kendall asked.

      “No,” Austin said, “but we’re both armed. If there are ghosts, I like our chances.”

      Kendall seemed to agree because she immediately got out and strode up to the door. She banged on it loudly then, seeing a black doorbell, rang it three times.

      They waited a minute, then she rang and banged again.

      Nothing.

      The windows looked original, single pane and quite old. The kind that allowed cold air to seep in and double your heating bill. Austin approached and put his finger flush up against the space where the single pane of glass met the wooden frame. He felt warm air escaping from the home. “Ms. Holmes said she’d shut the place down. That would include lowering the thermostat. Feels like seventy-degree air coming out of there.”

      “Someone turned on the heat,” Kendall said. She was already on her phone.

      “Sta-, I mean, Ms. Holmes. What did you set the temperature to when you closed down the house?” She listened, nodding. “Okay, right. Thank you. Someone is inside your home right now. They have turned on the heat. Do we have your permission to break in and conduct a check?” Again, she listened, walking down the steps as she did. “Even better. Great, thank you.”

      Squatting in a little garden area, Kendall lifted up a small stone fountain that had long since gone dry, and dug in the dirt. Standing, she held up a silver key speckled with black earth.

      “She gave you permission?” Austin asked.

      “Her exact words were, ‘If that slug fart is camping out in my house, we have permission to shoot him on site.’ You have your firearm?”

      Austin tapped the weapon, which was in his usual holster on his right hip. “I’d say let’s not take orders from Stacy Holmes, but yeah, I’m ready for anything.”

      “Then let’s go.”

      The key worked and the door opened immediately. Thankfully, it didn’t give the loud creak Austin had expected from an old wooden door.

      “You take the upstairs,” Kendall whispered. “I’ll take down.”

      Austin nodded, grasping the banister, the once-polished wood now coated in grime. He slowly ascended the staircase, which creaked a lot more than the door, each step echoing through the foyer below.

      Reaching the second floor landing, he pulled a mini-flashlight from his belt and swept the beam down the long hallway. “Douglas Daniels,” he called, “we have permission from Ms. Holmes to be here. Thomas Austin, Kitsap Sheriff’s Department.”

      Doors lined both sides, all closed except the last on the right. Shadows seemed to cling to the peeling floral wallpaper, creeping up from the scuffed wooden floor.

      He crept down the hall, careful to avoid the spots where boards sagged. “Douglas Daniels,” he repeated, “are you here?”

      Approaching the first door, he turned the tarnished glass knob and pushed it open with a drawn-out creak. Inside, the beam of light revealed a child’s bedroom, decorated in dusty faded pink. A canopy bed sat in the corner, curtains still tied back, streaked with mildew. In the cobwebbed corner, a porcelain doll watched him with unblinking eyes.

      He quickly backed out and shut the door.

      The next room was a bathroom, sinks and clawfoot tub stained green with age. Stacy Holmes hadn’t been kidding when she said she’d let the place go. Checking behind the floral shower curtain, he found nothing but a ring of scum on the porcelain below.
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        * * *

      

      Kendall stepped slowly through the foyer into a hall, senses alert. “Douglas Daniels, this is the Kitsap County Sheriff’s Department. Come out with your hands up,” she called firmly.

      Only silence answered.

      Moving to the kitchen, she swept her flashlight over soot-stained ovens, and under the large wooden table. She felt a cool draft brush past her neck, almost like someone slipping by. She glanced around quickly, but saw nothing.

      On the other side of the kitchen, the maid’s quarters held only a rusted bed frame and yellowed mattress. Kendall leaned down, flashlight illuminating the space beneath the bed. A faint skittering sounded in the shadows, but revealed no hidden visitors.

      Moving to the bathroom, she called out once more, “Douglas Daniels, come out now!”

      As she opened the mirror cabinet, the pipes rattled and wheezed. She whirled around, hand on her holster. But the room remained still.

      She felt a presence, but it was anything but benevolent.

      She wished her mother was with her now.
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        * * *

      

      Across the hall, inside what he thought was a guest room, Austin shone his light at teetering piles of trunks and furniture draped in yellowed sheets. Rain tapped the windows as the wind picked up outside.

      Approaching the partially open door at the end of the hall, he paused as the floorboards creaked below on the stairs, as if unseen footsteps were ascending. He held still, breath tight in his chest, ears straining.

      Then, silence.

      The house itself seemed alive, toying with his nerves.

      Steadying himself, he nudged the last door fully open. Here, in what was once the master suite, light through cracked window panes revealed a four-poster bed. Sweeping the flashlight over peeling emerald walls, he saw water stains trailing down to moldy baseboards.

      Rain hissed against the window as it intensified.
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        * * *

      

      Descending to the cellar, Kendall moved her light slowly over cluttered boxes and dust-covered jars. In the corner, a rack of tools hung on the wall as if waiting for a workman’s return. She felt an unfounded urge to look behind the stairs. Shining her light revealed only more cobwebs in the cramped space.

      Finding no signs of life, Kendall headed back upstairs.

      “Austin?” She said his name, but not loud enough for him to hear.

      Something about this house made her want to stay quiet, to hide in the shadows.

      “Austin?” Her voice was louder this time.

      But still, he didn’t answer.
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        * * *

      

      Moving toward a giant wardrobe on the opposite side of the room, Austin pulled open the double doors, wincing as they scraped against the frame, which had expanded due to humidity warping the wood over the years. Moth-eaten overcoats still hung inside, brushed aside as he felt along the back wall for any secrets it might hide. But there was only solid wall.

      His nose knew something was wrong before his mind could catch up. A slight shift in the smell of the room. Campfire, or maybe cigarettes. And definitely whiskey.

      He turned as the metal object connected with his head. The last thing he saw as he fell were the crooked, yellowing teeth of Douglas Daniels.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Austin heard a struggle. Grunting and shuffling. Something smashed to his left.

      Where the hell was he?

      The floor. He was on the floor.

      “Austin!” It was Kendall’s voice. “My cuffs.”

      Blinking, he tried to stand but veered left and crashed into the wardrobe doors.

      As his eyes adjusted and he regained his footing, the room went quiet except for metallic rattling, followed by a click.

      He turned to see Kendall cuffing a subdued and bleeding Douglas Daniels to the bed.

      Stepping back, Kendall panted and swung her leg back like she was going to kick him. She stopped herself and spat blood into the corner of the room.

      “Injured?” Austin asked, reaching up to feel the welt forming on his head. His ears were ringing but at least there was no blood.

      “This guy didn’t do shit to me,” she said, still out of breath. “I bit my own lip when I kneed him in the groin.”

      Sure enough, Douglas, who hadn’t said a word, was holding his groin and moaning in quiet agony. He also had a bright red mark across his chin, as though he’d absorbed a punch or two.

      The small metal candlestick he’d used on Austin’s head lay on the floor next to him. But Austin was confused. “Where the hell were you?” he asked.

      “There’s a door to the attic at the end of the hall,” Kendall said. “Saw it when I ran up. Guessing you missed it.”

      Austin glanced at Douglas, who nodded.

      “Take him in?” Austin asked Kendall.

      A faint gray light crept through a crack in the curtains, and Kendall sat cross-legged in front of Douglas, shining the flashlight at her own face from beneath like she was getting ready to tell him a ghost story. “Nah, let’s stay here and have a little chat.”

      Douglas folded his one free arm across his chest, which looked ridiculous. “I’m not saying anything. Call my brother. Your boss!”

      Kendall turned the light on him and he squinted as it hit his eyes. “He knows we’re here. How do you think we found out about about this place.”

      It was a lie, but the look in Douglas’s eyes told Austin he might believe it. Stacy Holmes had said he wasn’t very bright, and Austin was beginning to agree. “I… I don’t think he knew I was here. Not unless. Stacy.” His head dropped. “They both turned on me, didn’t they?”

      “Afraid so,” Kendall said. “Which is why you should just tell us what happened. Austin here doesn’t think you’re our guy, but I think you’re headed to Walla Walla.”

      Douglas looked confused.

      “Walla Walla. Maximum security. Triple fences with razor wire,” she said, smiling. “Guard towers, a lethal electrified fence. Not to mention the food. The food sucks there.”

      His face trembled, then, as though rediscovering his resolve, he balled up a fist and slammed it against the bed frame.

      Austin said, “You look like a toddler throwing a tantrum, Douglas. By all rights, I should be pretty pissed, but the truth is I’m more confused. You see, Kendall and I have a bet going. She’s sure that the person who killed Karen Sturgis and Sandra Seville is the same person who killed Miriam McKenzie all those years ago. I’m pretty sure she’s wrong. I don’t think you murdered anyone, but if you did, fess up so we can settle our bet.”

      “I… I didn’t kill anyone.”

      “Then why’d you follow us to the storage facility?” Kendall demanded. “Why’d you run, and why’d you go into hiding.” She tapped the candle stick with the tip of her black boot. Then she crouched to bring herself eye level with him and nearly spat the next sentence. “And why do we have you on an attempted murder charge on my friend here? Even if you didn’t kill those women, that will get you twenty to life.”

      Kendall was either losing her cool or pretending to, Austin wasn’t sure which. Her face inches from his, Kendall continued, her voice a whispered accusation. “Here’s what happened. On break from your elite boarding school in 1979, you heard about Miriam McKenzie. Knew she was easy. You’re fourteen, full of yourself… maybe you lost your virginity while you were at boarding school. Probably on a weekend in the back of some sweaty pizzeria. So you come back to town and think, why not take a run at the florist who seems to sleep with anyone. Except you’re too stupid, too young, too much of a loser. So she rejects you and you kill her. An angsty teenager, you carve a heart in her back to show the world your pain. Very emo of you.”

      “No, no, no,” he mumbled.

      But Kendall was a freight train picking up speed, like a prosecutor nailing the coffin shut on the case of her career. Not, in fact, unlike Fiona had often done. “You felt bad about it, didn’t you, Dougie? After all, you’re not a bad guy, are you? And since your dad ran the Sheriff’s office, they covered it up real nice for you. Kinda looked the other way because you promised not to do it again, right? But as the years went by, and your life got worse, you got an itch you couldn’t scratch. Your wife finally kicks you out and you decide there’s nowhere to go but down. You begin connecting with women on the dating apps and simply killing the ones who reject you.” She stood and pointed down at him. “Isn’t that right?”

      He was sobbing by the end of her speech, but he hadn’t said anything more than a few mumbled denials. Finally, he said, “I want my brother, he’ll know what to do. And a lawyer.”
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        * * *

      

      Ten minutes later they were halfway down the front steps—Douglas leading the way to their car, still cuffed—when three black SUVs pulled up, parking one beside the next and blocking the driveway. Austin’s hand fell to his gun out of instinct, but then he saw a familiar face through the windshield of the second car.

      It was Sheriff Daniels.

      Before he knew what was happening, four men and two women had gotten out of the SUVs, led by Daniels himself.

      His cheeks were pale, and he didn’t have the usual bright red blotches that indicated he’d been drinking. “On the advice of legal counsel and my political team,” Sheriff Daniels said, “I’m prepared to tell you everything.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      The scene was surreal. If it wasn’t happening before his eyes, Austin never would have believed it was possible.

      The rain had picked up and puddles were forming in the gravel driveway, so they had pulled a few old wooden chairs out of the house. Sheriff Daniels sat in an oak rocker, flanked by his campaign manager recording everything on her iPhone and a young lawyer who grimaced every few seconds regardless of what anyone was doing or saying.

      “It goes back to 1978,” Daniels began. “A year before Miriam McKenzie was killed. My father was having an affair with her. With Miriam. They were sleeping together.” He shook his head. “Say what you will about me, but I’ve never cheated on my wife. Different times, I guess, the seventies. Anyway, he was sleeping with Miriam. But he didn’t kill her.”

      “First of all,” Kendall said. “If that’s true, she was seventeen at the time.”

      Daniels grimaced even worse than the pinch-faced lawyer.

      “How do you know he didn’t kill her?” Austin asked.

      Daniels glared at Austin. “I’ll get to that.” He looked up at Kendall. “You noticed right away how bad the files for the original case were, right?”

      Kendall said, “And you’re gonna tell me they were lost in a freak accident or something?”

      “Not at all,” Daniels said. “They were purposefully destroyed a month before I took this job. In the investigation, it came out that my dad had been sleeping with Miriam. She was dating around and, well, it came out. That gave him a motive in the killing. He had a young family. He was a pillar of the community. The Sheriff. He was respected. Important. So how would it look for him to be having an affair with an eighteen year old florist.” He frowned. “Seventeen when it started, I guess.”

      Kendall said, “Motive for murder if I ever heard one.”

      “I know how bad it looks,” Daniels said. “But he didn’t kill her.” He paused as his campaign manager leaned down to whisper something in his ear. “I need to get to it, so please, just let me finish. My dad cared more for his reputation than he did for solving the case. I admit that. He knew that if the case stayed in the news, if people kept talking about Miriam, about her dating, about it all, that eventually their affair would come out. So he killed the investigation, buried the whole thing.” His face contorted as though he was sick to his stomach. “But it wasn’t because he killed her.”

      Austin believed Daniels was telling the truth, at least the truth as he understood it. His father had died a few years ago, so he clearly wasn’t the perpetrator of the recent killings, but nothing Daniels had said proved that his father hadn’t killed Miriam. In fact, the more he spoke, the more it sounded like his father had the perfect motive to kill her and use his resources to cover it up.

      Kendall was having the same thought. “Where’s the proof?”

      The lawyer reached into a briefcase and held out a clear plastic bag containing a pink book with a little gold heart-shaped lock. “The diary of Miriam McKenzie, 1978 and 1979.”

      Kendall reached for it but the lawyer pulled it back. “Here are our terms,” he said in a clipped, business-like tone. “You can spend fifteen minutes with this. You cannot keep it or photocopy it. You will see that, in the diary, there is a potential suspect. He was pursued at the time, though never caught. If you end up catching him, or her, you will report to Sheriff Daniels, as is your duty anyway, and give him the opportunity to do a public interview in which he both announces the case is solved and comes clean about the history of his family.”

      “I’m ready to admit what happened.” Daniels said gravely.

      “You mean,” Kendall corrected, “that you’re ready to throw your dad under the bus to save your own ass.”

      Austin was repulsed by the politics of the thing. “So when we solve this case,” he asked the lawyer, “you want Daniels to get the credit, and you want us to allow him to frame his father’s corruption such that it doesn’t hurt his poll numbers? I have that right?”

      The lawyer smirked at him. “We believe the public will want to hear directly from the Sheriff. Regional crime and safety is an important issue in this campaign.”

      Austin shook his head in disgust, but said nothing.

      “Agreed,” Kendall said.

      Austin assumed that the mention of a possible suspect in the original killings had triggered something in her as it had in him. Something more powerful than any apprehension over the terms the lawyer had laid out.

      “But I have one question,” she continued. “Where was this? If not in the files, where did you get it?”

      “My dad,” Daniels said. “He gave it to me a month before he died. Listen, people aren’t all good or all bad. That’s not reality. He did some shady stuff, corrupt stuff, illegal stuff. Like me, he was a drunk. He also helped bring Kitsap into the present day. Built out the infrastructure. He—look, some of the subs in Bremerton helped us win the Cold War. Where do you think those Navy men and women ate, where did they live, what streets did they drive down? He was flawed, yes, but…”

      As he spoke, Austin couldn’t help but think that Daniels was speaking about himself, his own legacy, as much as his fathers’.

      His tone was sad, resigned. “People aren’t all good or all bad,” he repeated as the lawyer handed Kendall the diary.
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        * * *

      

      Daniels and his team had returned to their SUVs to make calls and wait out the fifteen minutes.

      Still on the porch, Kendall leaned on the house and Austin read over her shoulder.

      January 15, 1978

      I met Mr. Popular at the diner near my school. He paid for my coffee and blueberry muffin. We have Chemistry class together. He talks of parties on the beach this spring.

      February 1, 1978

      Mr. Popular's kisses were sloppy. When we went to the lake, all he wanted was under my shirt. Too immature.

      June 6, 1978

      Met Mr. Big at my job. Only problem: he was coming in to buy flowers for HIS WIFE. I never thought I’d do what I’m thinking of doing. He's a big shot, so refined. Took me for Italian, ordered wine. I felt swept off my feet. His experience intrigues me.

      Austin said, “Mr. Big must be Douglas Daniels, right? The dad, not the fourteen year old.”

      “That’s what I thought, too,” Kendall said.

      October 12, 1978

      Mr. Nerdy and I studied at the library. He was shy but sweet. Then we went to Gino's. The anchovy pizza made me gag. In bed, he finished so fast I barely noticed. Note to self: no more physics majors.

      January 2, 1979

      The Comedian’s jokes were disturbing. Took me to a haunted house on our first date. Who goes to a haunted house in January?! He laughed while we made out, then did a terrible Marlon Brando impression. Never again!

      January 15, 1979

      Mr. Big knows just how to wine and dine me. He sends flowers "just because." In bed, he's attentive, takes his time. A man, not a boy. Fleetwood Mac plays as we kiss goodbye.

      February 27, 1979

      Spring is coming soon. New possibilities but old feelings remain. Mr. Big has opened my eyes. I have so much yet to learn. Until then, ABBA accompanies my dreams of the one, the real thing, whoever he may be.

      March 30, 1979

      Almost spring. When Mr. Big broke it off I said I wouldn’t date again. And yet, last week I saw The Comedian. He said he was different now. He was, but it was worse this time. His jokes are dark, even scary. He’s grown well known in the area. Not famous, but he’s on his way. America is in a dark place and maybe his jokes are what they want. I could see him on SNL within a few years.

      And yet… there’s something about him. Something dark. Something evil.

      I hate it, but somehow it’s also appealing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      He sat at a rickety table, scribbling jokes on notepad pages that had turned yellow with age. He was on his third sheet of paper. The old houseboat rocked gently with the sway of Dyes Inlet.

      The smell of mildew hung in the air as the boat creaked against its moorings. The jokes had to be good. He was meeting his date at a Korean BBQ place and the jokes had to be good.

      What do you call a sex-starved mortician on a motorcycle? he scribbled.

      A Bonercyclist

      He crossed it out, too R-rated for her. Inappropriate. She seemed like a mousey broad and he had to remember not to go too far.

      He wondered whether she would ask about his past. He had a nice rehearsed version, of course. One he’d repeated often. “I just never got the big break. It’s a tough business. I was talented, sure, but not destined to be one of the greats.”

      The truth was, he had been destined to be one of the greats. And he’d blown it because he hated himself. It was the late seventies when things started going well. He’d put in six years by then and, finally, the gigs started going well. Soon he was selling out comedy clubs, opening for big names. He knew that within a year, maybe two, SNL and Hollywood would beckon.

      But the pressure intensified. He started missing gigs "due to a migraine," though hangovers were the real culprit. He blew off important meetings because the idea of success felt suffocating.

      He scribbled on the pad again: What do you call a coroner with a dead magician?

      Haver of a cadavera.

      What? That barely even made sense. He’d definitely lost his touch.

      Why couldn't my ex-wife outrun the car?

      She didn't have a leg to stand on!

      He was too old for this. And yet, his date was older, too. Maybe she’d appreciate his dad jokes.

      Outside, a bird cried eerily in the distance. Something in the cry twisted his heart and reminded him of his failures.

      He could've been the next Rodney Dangerfield or Bill Murray. Hell, even John Belushi—flame out young, but leave an impact. Instead he was nothing.

      The truth was, he’d always hated himself. He felt like a fraud among real comedians. He couldn't reconcile his delusions of fame, his love of the spotlight, with his inability to get his act together. It made no sense, even to himself. The more the crowds appreciated him, the more he sabotaged himself. There was the drinking, sure, but that wasn’t even the worst of it.

      He just froze. Stopped showing up at gigs. He didn’t know it at the time, but all the love just made him hate himself more.

      After what happened with Miriam, he fled town. Taught improv to lame seniors on cruise ships, performed at dingy bars for drunks who hurled insults and sometimes peanuts instead of laughs.

      He built a hollow life away from the one he'd dreamed of. Now he’d finally returned for good, a profound failure. No family, no friends from the biz, no career.

      What do you call a three year old with no eyes and no legs? he wrote.

      Eh, names really don't matter at that point, do they?

      He laughed out loud. It was dark, sure, but that was the sort of material he’d slayed with back when he was at his peak. Worked into the right monologue, that joke would’ve killed.

      Why couldn't the blind 8-year old go to the playground by himself?

      Because he was dead.

      Perfectly dark. His date would be impressed.

      He still had it. All the promise, dormant for so long, was still there, and for a brief moment he let his mind drift toward a new possibility.

      He could stop the killing. Stop everything, start a YouTube channel. Learn TikTok. That’s what comics did these days, right? He’d rise to fame like he was always meant to. Sure, he was older now, but he could make that work for him.

      America loved a comeback story, after all.

      And yet the question plagued him: If he ever found fame again, would he sabotage himself at every turn? Would he again buckle under the crippling fear of the very spotlight he so desperately craved?

      For the next hour, as the houseboat swayed gently on the dark waters, he refined the jokes and filled the margins with new ones, some funny, some unfunny.

      At least he was working again.

      Comics always said that the best audience was an audience that wanted to laugh. An audience that loved humor and came ready to be entertained.

      Velma Wakefield would be his best audience in years.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      It was only seven in the morning, but Ridley was in the middle of a photo shoot when Austin arrived. Sitting next to the fireplace in his large home, Ridley leaned over, smiling down at his twins, a boy and a girl, who were less than two months old.

      Rachel, his wife, was dressed all in white, her black dreadlocks tied up into remarkable twin buns that looked a little like Princess Leia’s hairstyle from Star Wars.

      The atmosphere in the house was buzzing and Austin quickly learned why.

      After Austin and Kendall finished with the diary, Sheriff Daniels left with his political team. He’d seemed confident that a crisis had been averted and that, even with his father’s corruption ready to come to light, his political campaign was far enough ahead that it could pull through, he could weather the storm.

      But when he’d left the company of his political team he’d begun drinking.

      And drinking.

      A little past midnight, Daniels had been pulled over for drunk driving.

      The arrest had come at the hands of the Washington State Patrol, not the Kitsap Sheriff’s Department, and it had leaked within hours. Now, every local station and even a few national ones were reporting on the story. Since the election was an off-year special election, national news outlets didn’t have a lot of political races to cover, so the frontrunner to become Washington’s next governor getting pulled over for a DUI was fodder for them.

      It was Christmas morning for the cable news shows. Especially because media darling Calvin Ridley had already been surging in the polls.

      The photographer announced a break to change some of the lighting equipment arranged in the living room, and Ridley nodded toward a glass door that led out into the yard.

      Austin followed, stepping out into a bright morning with air as crisp as any he’d ever breathed. Only in Washington State had he experienced anything like it.

      Ridley had texted him at five that morning, telling him he had more news from Sean and Claire and to stop by if he could. He’d been able to push their last meeting to the back of his mind, but the truth was that Austin desperately wanted the news. And yet, he found his first words grasping for anything else. “Seems like you might have a real shot at this thing now.”

      Ridley paced the bright green grass, glancing back in the direction of the house. “Maybe. Daniels seems intent on blowing this thing. I feel bad for him, but, honestly, he’s not fit. He just isn’t. He should be in rehab.”

      Austin agreed. “I know you must be uncomfortable with the photos and all that, but you owe it to yourself and the state to win this thing. Carter… okay maybe. I don’t have any huge problem with the guy. But imagine if Daniels becomes governor. I might have to move to Idaho or something.”

      Ridley sighed. “Truth is, I want to win. I didn’t at first. Now I do. But look, Austin. I only have a minute.”

      Austin studied his friend’s face. If he’d looked pained when they met at the ferry, now he looked worse, much worse. He was looking at Austin like he was about to give him a terminal diagnosis.

      “Sean has seen hundreds of cases of affairs,” Ridley began. “Of cheating spouses. As a PI, that’s his bread and butter. That pays the rent. He told me before that what he found looked like an affair to him. I told him I wouldn’t mention it to you unless he had proof.” Ridley pulled an envelope out of the inside pocket of his sport coat. “He didn’t have it with him the first time we met. But here it is, and it’s no BS. Hotel receipts, cash withdrawals that coincide with check-ins. Even photos. And letters.”

      Austin tore open the envelope. Ignoring the photocopied receipts, he looked at the photos. His heart seized in his chest. It was Fiona, wearing a cream-color pantsuit and black heels, glancing behind her as she walked into what appeared to be a cheap hotel. “I never knew anything about… about…”

      “I’m sorry,” Ridley said.

      Austin thumbed through the papers, landing on a photocopied plane ticket. “What’s this?”

      “She had a ticket to go to Portland six days after she died. Lopez had a ticket for the same time. Different flights. Same day.”

      “Portland?” Austin felt weak. He thought back, recalling that she had a trip planned for the week after she was murdered. “She told me she had a conference in Denver. The National District Attorneys Association or maybe the New York Bar Association. Something. I could never keep all her events straight.”

      “It’s the letters that… well, you’ll see.”

      “We’re back on!” a loud voice called from within the house.

      “I gotta get back in there,” Ridley said. “Austin, I hate to leave you with this stuff. But if it was me, I’d want to know.” He patted Austin on the back and disappeared inside, leaving him in the backyard to read the letters on his own.

      

      Dear Fiona,

      I could barely stop smiling all day thinking about our lunch yesterday. The time we spend together is the highlight of my week. Meeting you always feels like coming up for fresh air after being underwater for far too long. I'll be thinking of you enjoying your favorite praline pecan ice cream at our usual spot at noon tomorrow.

      I know keeping our secret is difficult at times, especially from Austin. But I promise we'll find a way through this. You deserve someone who sees how amazing you are, work and all.

      Yours always,

      Jorge

      

      Austin’s insides twisted and he doubled over, tears filling his eyes. He wanted to tear up the letter, but instead found himself reading the next one.

      

      My dear Fiona,

      I miss you more each day. Our noon rendezvous at the hotel on Manhattan Beach is the one thing getting me through this tedious assignment. How is it possible someone so beautiful also has your brilliant mind? You continue to astonish me.

      I know you feel guilty, and I understand. But I also see how neglected you feel in your marriage. A man so focused on his work couldn't possibly appreciate you the way you deserve.

      Meet me at our spot tomorrow and we'll find a way through this together. Nothing could tear me away from your side now.

      All my love,

      Jorge

      

      Austin stumbled to his truck, his mind flailing and grasping as though he’d fallen into the sea and didn’t know how to swim. It was as though his body had disappeared and all sound ended.

      At his truck, he fumbled for the keys, dropping them on the driveway.

      White.

      For the first time in his life he tasted a color. A vacant taste. A blackness beyond black, a dark intensity so great it had become a piercing, empty, blinding whiteness that filled his mouth, his brain, his body.

      Reaching for his keys, he dropped to his knees and let out a scream that sent the nearby birds into flight.
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      Austin tossed the tennis ball as far as he could, watching as Run sprinted down the beach after it. She came to a skidding stop in the sand before grabbing it and sprinting back.

      Austin had only called in sick four times during his career in the NYPD. Four times in twenty years. So when he texted Kendall to tell her he needed the rest of the day off, his conscience pinged despite the fact that nearly every part of his mind was still swirling over the letters.

      Those letters. It was as though everything he’d known, the very foundation on which his life and identity had existed, was being shaken.

      His phone buzzed in his pocket and he pulled it out to look at the caller ID.

      His mother.

      He sent the call to voicemail.

      He bent down and picked up the ball, tossing it again. This time there was a frustration, an anger, that he’d never felt before, at least not while playing with Run on the beach.

      “You’re back early.” Anna’s voice came from behind him.

      “So are you,” he said, turning. She’d been at a job interview and he hadn’t expected her until around dinner time.

      “The manager’s first question was about my video editing skills and whether I could create unique and compelling narrative video content for their dynamic, forward-thinking media brand. When I told him I didn’t know what half of those words meant, we both agreed I wasn’t the person he was looking for.”

      Austin faked a laugh, but his heart wasn’t in it.

      Anna could tell. “What is it? Why aren’t you with Kendall? I saw stuff about a Daniels DUI. Surprised he couldn’t squash it.”

      “WSP pulled him over and it leaked before he could get to someone who owed him a favor.”

      Anna shook her head. “I wanted Ridley to win, but never thought it was possible. Radio station I was listening to on the ride over had a ten minute discussion of the video from the game. They were debating whether there had ever been a single clip that did so much to propel a career.”

      Run stood patiently at his feet, having dropped the ball. She let out a series of polite, quiet barks indicating that she was ready for him to throw it again. At his earliest possible convenience, of course.

      Austin picked up the ball and gave it a half-hearted toss. It bounced off a driftwood log. Run, who’d sprinted after it, caught it out of the air, then plopped herself down on the sand. She was ready for a break.

      “Something else is bugging you,” Anna said. “You’ve got a lousy poker face. Is it the case?”

      They walked to the nearest driftwood log and sat next to each other.

      “We’re sort of stuck, but it’s not that.”

      Late the previous night, Samantha had finally convinced Golden Connections to release more information about the accounts of the two deceased women. Then, their lawyers had blocked it and the case had ended up being assigned for an emergency hearing before a judge, which was supposed to take place sometime today. “Trying to get a dating app to give us info about who the victims may have matched with.”

      “So what’s really going on?”

      Austin stared out at the water, listening to the waves and the faint panting of Run, who was still trying to catch her breath in the sand ten feet away. “Ridley got some info from the PIs. Sean and Claire. Fiona was having secret meetings with an FBI agent and it… it looks like she was having an affair.” When Anna didn’t say anything, Austin looked over and continued. “I don’t believe it, and yet… well, do you want to look over the papers? I’d like a second opinion because I think I’m losing my mind.”

      “I’m sorry. If that’s true, I’m really sorry. And yeah, I’ll look at the papers. Want my advice?”

      He nodded.

      “Get everything together that you have on the case. Everything. Then send it to two news outlets and two people you trust in law enforcement. NYPD, FBI, maybe a DA. Send it off, then wash your hands of this thing.”

      Austin said nothing. Then, to his surprise, he heard himself laughing. “That’s the most logical thing I’ve heard lately. And there’s not a chance in hell I’m going to do it.” He felt like he might be cracking up. What the hell was happening to him?

      They sat in silence for a long time, during which Run came and lay between their feet in the sand.

      Finally, Anna said, “Between the two of us, this has been a pretty crappy day. I know we’re supposed to be watching our consumption of empty calories, but I could use a drink.”

      Austin enjoyed a beer or a glass of wine every now and then, but he’d never been a heavy drinker. A beer or three had never sounded so desperately needed.
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        * * *

      

      As the last rays of sun disappeared, Austin and Anna were back where they’d started, only this time they were tipsy.

      They’d spent the afternoon killing a six-pack of beer, watching some stand-up comedy routines, and going back and forth about Anna’s job prospects. They’d also talked about possible interpretations of the photos, receipts, and letters Ridley had gotten from the PIs. Unfortunately, interpretations other than an affair were deeply unconvincing.

      Now, head spinning slightly, Austin collapsed on the sand. “Why don’t you just move in? At least for a while?”

      Anna shook her head, which was blurry and out of focus. “Let’s move to Spokane. I have an offer there. You could start over, maybe buy a shop like the one here.”

      Anna had said something about an entry level job as a copy editor at a local newspaper in Spokane. It sounded like a poor opportunity, and there was no way he was moving. He shook his head.

      “Ridley is gonna be governor,” she said, her voice full of self pity, “your store is doing amazing, and look at me. I’ve got nothing going. I can’t move in with you. I need to be self-sufficient.” She let her head fall back, then splayed her arms and legs out in the sand like she was going to make a sand angel. “I know the real reason you don’t want to send all your stuff about the Fiona case to the police, to the media.”

      Austin felt a surge of anger. Not at her exactly. It was the anger that comes when the thing you’ve been trying to forget about rushes back into your mind all at once. “Can we not?”

      Anna sat up. “It’s because you want to be the hero. Her hero.”

      Austin tried to sit up but the sand and sky spun all around him. “Let’s not do this now.”

      “Even though she was cheating on you, you still want to be her hero and solve her murder. I know you. The second Sean and Claire got back and clammed up, you started thinking about going to New York yourself.”

      Austin shut his eyes tight. “Stop. You don’t even know for sure that she was having the affair. It could be—”

      “What? Could be what?” She was standing over him now, a tall, angry, spinning woman. “I’m going to sleep, but you should think long and hard about what you’re doing.”

      She disappeared and Austin stared into the sky, which was the color of a bruise.

      Then a name appeared in the sky as though in neon. John Johnson. He was a corrupt Seattle businessman whom Austin had helped bring down over a year earlier. Just before he’d arrested him, Johnson had said something that had stuck with Austin ever since. Something like, as a homicide detective, you know as well as anyone that most murders arise from domestic disputes. Maybe she’d been having an affair for years and finally broke it off, and that’s what got her shot through her pretty little head.

      At the time, Austin had dismissed it as the hate-filled rant of an old man, defeated and on his way to jail. And yet, Johnson had ties to the Southeast Asian drug gangs that likely overlapped with the crimes of the Namgung crime family in New York.

      Though the chances were slim, it was possible he actually knew something.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Anna was asleep on the couch when he returned to his apartment. Her laptop sat on her chest and papers and documents he’d been given about Fiona’s alleged affair were strewn all over the place. For a long minute he watched her sleep.

      He regretted deciding to get drunk, and regretted their argument.

      Maybe she was right and he should drop everything to move to Eastern Washington with her. Fiona was dead, and he’d never get to confront her about the affair. You can’t penalize a ghost, after all.

      He knew he should let it go. But he couldn’t. Slowly, stabbing at the keys with blurry fingers, he tapped out a note to Ridley, asking if he could find a way to get him into the prison to see John Johnson first thing the next morning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Leaves skittered across the asphalt as Austin parked his car in the gravel lot. As he got out of his truck, the chain link fences topped with coils of barbed wire creaked against their posts.

      John Johnson was being held in a medium-security prison which, thankfully, Ridley had been able to pull some strings to get Austin into on short notice.

      He walked to the entrance gate. Cold seeped through his jacket as he approached the guard. “Thomas Austin.”

      The guard's breath fogged the air as he spoke into his radio.

      Goosebumps rose on Austin’s skin in the still, cold air.

      The sally port consisted of two gated passages arranged in a Z shape. The outer gate opened and Austin walked through, jolted as it clanged shut loudly behind him, locking with an ominous finality. He now found himself in a small holding area. The cramped space smelled stale and felt abruptly cut off from the outside.

      Austin presented his ID and clearance papers through a small window to a second guard. After a pause, there was a buzz and the inner gate unlocked. Passing through the second gate into the prison interior, again there was a loud clang of a closing gate.

      Austin emptied his pockets, lining up his belongings in the plastic tub: keys, wallet, phone, loose change. Alarms shrieked as he walked through the metal detector. The guard swiped his wand slowly, methodically over Austin's body.

      “Next time, take off your belt,” he barked while waving him through.

      The air here was laced with a medley of dank, unaired smells that pierced through the harsh cleaning products that were used to obscure them. Laughter and shouts echoed down the hallways, an undercurrent of tension humming just below the surface.

      John Johnson wasn’t led in by a guard like in the movies. Instead, he strolled in as though he owned the place. He looked ten years younger than his age, which fell somewhere in his seventies, and his sharp and bony nose looked like something out of a cartoon, probably due to a poor cosmetic surgery done while he was on the run. Despite being in prison, he somehow managed to maintain a deep tan. Maybe he was paying for special privileges, or bronzer.

      He smiled when he recognized Austin. “If it isn’t my arch nemesis.”

      Austin bit his tongue. As much as he wanted to trade quips with this guy, what he wanted more was to get information out of him. And he was prepared to be nice if that’s what it took to do so.

      Sitting across from him and peering at him through the thick, perforated plexiglass window, Austin said, “How are you? You look well.”

      Johnson looked puzzled and didn’t respond to the question. “I think I know why you’re here.”

      Small talk is over, Austin thought. “Christopher Palini, Gretchen Voohrees, Jorge Diaz Lopez, and Jackson Baker, III.”

      He watched Johnson’s eyes for recognition at the names, but they didn’t move.

      “And?” Johnson said.

      “When I caught you, you mentioned that my wife may have been… you know. I’m wondering if there’s any chance any of those names ring a bell. Can you tell me more?”

      Johnson laughed. “That was pretty vague for a straight shooter like you.”

      Austin said nothing.

      Johnson smirked. “You want to know if I think—or know—that Fiona was banging one of them?” He let out a sick cackle. “I may be locked away for the rest of my life, but I’m not a loser.” He laughed again, harder this time. “You’re the dumbest smart guy I’ve ever met, Austin. Everyone has affairs. Mankind was not meant to be monogamous. Just look at the apes.” He paused as though this idea was self-explanatory. “She was hot. She had her choice of anyone. You’re a good-looking guy. You’re telling me you never had an affair?”

      Austin shook his head. “I did not. Do you have any specific information, anything other than half-baked anthropological theories, or not?”

      Johnson glanced around the room as though just remembering where he was. “Look, the truth is, I don’t know. Would I bet that she was sleeping around, yeah. But I don’t know. And I don’t know those names you mentioned.” He seemed bored now.

      “Do you know anything about the Namgung crime family? About any investigations into them, or corruption between them and law enforcement elements?”

      Johnson thought hard, then said. “I give you a name, you help me get me early release?”

      Austin shook his head. “They’re never gonna let you out of here.”

      Johnson smiled. “I know. Talk to someone, then, see if you can get me transferred. Minimum security due to my age—he coughed—and on account of my emphysema.”

      Austin nodded. This sort of trade with potential informants was distasteful, but sometimes necessary. And all he’d promised to do was see. The truth was, he had very little clout in the large, complex Seattle corrections system.

      “Señor Brick,” Johnson said. “Corrupt FBI agent known for moving giant bricks of cocaine from Columbia to New York, which he then traded to the Namgungs for fentanyl. His Columbian cocaine landed up the noses of rich businessmen in Southeast Asia, and their Fentanyl ended up on the streets of your beloved Big Apple, distributed by FBI agent Señor Brick.”

      “What was his real name?” Austin asked.

      Johnson waved a hand dismissively. “I don’t know, I’m bored. I’lll expect to hear back about that transfer.”

      Austin gave him one last look, slid his chair back, and walked out.
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        * * *

      

      Outside, the day had warmed slightly and the breeze was a refreshing change from the stale prison air.

      When he turned his phone back on he had a series of texts from Kendall.

      Call me.

      Where the hell are you?

      News from the dating app: I’ve got something big.

      He dialed and she picked up right away. “Samantha heard back from Golden Connections,” she said, excited. “They put a hold on all the accounts of the men who matched with both the second victim and the first victim, just in case. We also got something solid: other than Douglas Daniels, two other guys matched with both victims. Names are Wayne Ackerly and Simon Jimenez.”

      His interaction with Johnson, the news about Anna, all of it disappeared suddenly. “How soon can you be here?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      It was late morning by the time Austin pulled into the parking lot of the Kitsap Sheriff’s Department.

      Kendall was waiting for him. “I’ll drive,” she mouthed through the windshield before he could even turn off his truck.

      He hopped out and got in her car. He’d never seen her so excited. “I think we really have something. Simon Jimenez isn’t in town. We believe he wasn’t in town during either of the murders. He matched with the victims over two months ago and—Samantha is checking flight records—but it seems like he’s been visiting a cousin in Idaho for a couple weeks.”

      She was talking a mile a minute, which Austin actually appreciated. His father had always told him: When you feel your worst, do something for someone else. Help a stranger, make amends for a past wrong, give a few bucks to a charity. Anything to avoid wallowing in it. In his life, he’d often translated that to: Get back to work. Solve a case. He knew he was blocking out a tempest of pain and confusion inside him, and he was absolutely fine with it. “Address for Ackerly?”

      “Already in the GPS,” Kendall said, screeching out of the parking lot. “And check your email.”

      Austin opened his email on his phone, where he had a message from Samantha. It was background information on Ackerly.

      “Wayne Q. Ackerly. Age 64. Born in Bremerton. Lived locally, attended Bremerton High School. Moved around after that and—”

      “What year?” Kendall asked.

      “What year did he leave?”

      “Yeah,” Kendall said, impatiently. “When he moved around, was it before or after the 1979 killing?”

      “It’s not entirely clear from the summary. Wait…” Austin scrolled down. “Here it is. First job we have a record of… in 1980 he was working on a cruise ship and… Oh, God. He was teaching improv comedy.”

      “The comedian from Miriam’s journal.”

      Austin flashed back to the diary. He hadn’t been a hundred percent sure that the story Daniels told about his father was correct, but this sealed it for him. “Wayne Ackerly is the killer. Of all three women.”

      “Call Lucy, tell her what’s up.”

      “Should I ask her to send Jimmy, or backup?”

      “Nowhere to send it to yet. We don’t have a current address for Ackerly, so let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

      Austin glanced at the GPS, which seemed to be taking them to the Port of Brownsville, a small marina not far away. “So where are we going?”

      “His cousin, only relative we could get a current local address for. Dexter Ackerly.”

      Austin dialed Lucy to relay the message as Kendall sped through traffic like she was training for the Indy 500.

      As they drove down 303, Austin gazed out the passenger window at the early autumn foliage in shades of gold, orange, and red. Kendall seemed deep in thought, but he tried to think of something to say—anything to say—to avoid dwelling on what was truly on his mind.

      “If we find this cousin, lemme play nice,” Austin said. “If he’s a local, your disdain for the area won’t win you any favors, got it?”

      Kendall nodded. “I’ll give you five minutes of nice, then I’m smacking him down.”

      Austin nodded. “Fair enough.”

      Kendall turned onto Brownsville Highway NE and pulled into the parking lot. Austin took in the glittering blue waters of the marina dotted with sailboats, motorboats, and even a couple small yachts bobbing gently in their slips.

      As he got out, the air smelled of saltwater, sun-bleached clam shells, and creosote. Seagulls called overhead, circling the fishing vessels unloading their catch at the docks. The crisp air and peaceful scenery were a stark contrast to the multiple layers of turmoil bubbling inside him.

      At the end of a concrete path lay an octagonal wooden building, giant windows on every side ensuring that the inhabitant could keep an eye on what was happening in every corner of the marina. “That’s the caretaker’s office,” Kendall said.

      “And I get five minutes, right?” Austin confirmed.

      “Right. Well…” Kendall glanced over, smirking slightly. “Maybe only four.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      In an investigation in which not much had gone right, locating Dexter Ackerly was as smooth as Austin could have hoped for. He could be seen like a fish in a tank, sitting with his feet up on a small desk, chewing on a toothpick and reading a football magazine. Austin hoped the marina also used video surveillance, because this caretaker appeared to care very little.

      “Nice work if you can get it,” Kendall muttered under her breath.

      Austin shot daggers at her. She hadn’t even given him thirty seconds.

      “Can I help you?” Ackerly asked politely, not standing and only glancing up briefly from the magazine. Austin grimaced when he noticed that the cover story was about rebuilding sections of the Seahawks stadium in Seattle, which—he knew all too well—had recently been damaged in the attack.

      “Thomas Austin,” he said, “consultant with the Kitsap Sheriff’s Department. And this is Kendall Shaw, detective.”

      He put the magazine down and swiveled in his chair. “This about that crab pot thing? That's old news," Ackerly scoffed, standing. He wore light blue overalls and a brown and green camouflage Seahawks hat.

      “That’s not why we’re here,” Austin said.

      “Like I told the other officers,” Ackerly continued, “couple of teenagers, thinking they were real clever, swiped Old Man Henderson's crab pots that he had out there by the buoy.” He pointed through one of the windows. “Took 'em back to one of their daddy's garages and spent all night picking the crabs out to sell. Showed up the next morning trying to hawk them to Gus down at the fish market for ten bucks a pop! Gus didn't want no part of their nonsense, so those boys loaded up their bike baskets and went door to door. Ended up selling most of them to random folks for a buck or two before Old Man Henderson came around hollering about his missing crab pots. I tell ya, those boys won't be stealing any more crabs anytime soon after the whooping their daddies gave them. Worked here twenty years. Little apartment above the office.” He pointed at the ceiling. “Damn near never leave here and that’s the dumbest thing I ever saw!" He laughed heartily, clearly amused by the absurd tale. “But I have no idea why it warrants two detectives.”

      Kendall had been cracking her knuckles angrily throughout the monologue and glaring at Austin. “Time is ticking,” she murmured.

      “That’s not why we’re here,” Austin said again. “We’re here about Wayne, your cousin.”

      This got his attention. He took off his hat, brushed back his sandy blond hair, then put it back on. “Huh?”

      “What can you tell us about his whereabouts? Is he staying with you and, if not, do you know where he is living?”

      “He left town when I was ten.”

      Austin glared at the guy, who looked to be in his fifties, so the math checked out. “Tell me about him.”

      “Oh, well, Wayne was a great guy. The cooler, older cousin to me. And funny as all heck, but kinda in a dark way. Like, inappropriate when my parents were around, but the kinda stuff a ten year old loves.”

      “You say he left town when you were ten. Does that mean you didn’t know he’d moved back to the area?”

      Dexter looked away. “News to me. But, like I said, we weren’t close.”

      “No,” Kendall said, her voice tight. “You didn’t say that.”

      “What?”

      “You just said, ‘Like I said, we weren’t close.’ And in fact you hadn’t said that. What you told us was that he was the cooler older cousin.”

      Austin figured that his five minutes were up.

      Kendall took a step toward Ackerly, who leaned against the wall nonchalantly. “When was the last time you saw him?” she asked.

      “Like I… like I said…”

      “You’re lying, Dex. You know it and we know it.”

      They stared each other down for a long time, then Ackerly said, “You from around here? Look kinda familiar.”

      “No,” Kendall said. “I’m not.”

      Kendall went back and forth with Ackerly for another ten minutes before giving up. She couldn’t get him to say a single thing admitting that he’d even known Wayne Ackerly was back in town.
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        * * *

      

      Outside, Kendall kicked a metal garbage can that sat on the edge of a nice patch of grass near the water. “He’s a lying sack of crap. Damn hick. That’s why I moved, guys like him.”

      “Why’d you tell him you weren’t from around here? Why’d you lie?”

      She spun on him like she might punch him. “What I tell people in an interview is none of your damn business.”

      Austin raised two hands, defensively, and backed up. “Fine, fine. I was just asking. It wasn’t an accusation.”

      Kendall was already on her phone. “Still nothing from Samantha. She’s trying to get an address for Wayne Ackerly but he doesn’t seem to have a job, and he paid his bill for the dating app with a credit card linked to an old address in Iowa.” Then she looked up, accusation in her eyes. “I told you your nice guy crap wouldn’t work!”

      “Your mean girl routine didn’t get anything, either. I agree he was lying, but… I think we should bring him into the station. Sometimes that will jog someone’s memory.”

      “But I want something now!” She sounded like a little kid, pouting about a lost toy.

      Austin gave her a long look, then turned toward the water.

      “What?” she demanded.

      “You ever think that you hate this place so much because of what happened? With your mom. What this place reminds you of?”

      “Go to hell.” She popped her knuckles, then noticed herself doing it and shook her hands as though shaking away a bad memory.

      “Or maybe,” Austin said, growing angry. “Because it reminds you of you!”

      She froze, stared ice at him, then, with a swift motion, pulled her keys out of her pocket and rocketed them at Austin’s head. “Go to hell!”

      The keys flew by Austin’s face, nearly striking him, and landed in the grass.

      She kicked the trash can again. “We’re nowhere, and I need to calm down.”

      With that, she shoved her hands in the pockets of her designer jeans and walked away angrily, the heels of her black boots clicking on the concrete path.

      Austin picked up the keys, then wandered in the other direction and did what he’d been telling himself all morning he wouldn’t do. His best friend in the NYPD had died, but he had others. Quite a few of them. So he began making calls and asking if anyone had information on Jorge Lopez.
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      Kendall had kicked three different trash cans by the time she realized Austin was right. Her loathing of this place and of men like Dexter Ackerly was getting the better of her, clouding her judgment.

      She’d done three years of therapy in L.A. and—on multiple occasions—her therapist had pointed out that her hatred of this area, of the people here, actually stemmed from discomfort with herself. And she’d pretended to understand it, process it, reconcile it.

      As she kicked a nice wooden bench, she realized that had all been BS. Standing next to a lovely marina on a crystal clear day, Bainbridge Island visible across the water to the east, all she felt was hatred. Of men like Wayne and Dexter Ackerly, of herself, of these waters. Of what they had taken from Miriam McKenzie, from Sandra Seville, from Karen Sturgis. Of what they’d taken from her mother. Of what they’d taken from her.

      Coming back to the area had brought up everything she thought she’d gotten past while sitting in her high-priced L.A. therapist's office.

      Still, she owed Austin an apology. Spotting a vending machine against the far side of Dexter Ackerly’s office, she decided she needed a Diet Coke. Apologizing was never easy for her, but maybe some caffeine would help.

      She froze. At the end of a short wooden dock not far from the office, Dexter Ackerly was getting into a small motor boat, glancing back toward the parking lot.

      He’d said he lived here and indicated that he almost never left the premises. And now, he was escaping via boat?

      Her mind jumped to two possible conclusions at once: either he was an accomplice to the crime and needed to escape, or he was as innocent as he seemed, but knew exactly where his cousin lived.

      Either way, she needed to go after him.

      Kendall's boots pounded the wooden dock as she sprinted toward the marina, focused intently on the sleek motor boat moored at the far end. It was a 17-foot bowrider, perfect for a solo pursuit on the open water. Ackerly had already disappeared around a curve in the shoreline, and she’d need to work fast.

      Reaching the vessel, Kendall scrambled aboard and ripped open the door to the cabin. No keys in the ignition. Cursing under her breath, she scrambled to the motor and pried off the cover. After yanking a mass of wires loose, she selected the red and green ones. Stripping the insulation with a pocket knife she found sitting in a cup holder, she sparked them together. The engine sputtered, but didn't turn over.

      Having grown up boating on Dyes Inlet, she'd done this a time or two as a teenager, joyriding with friends in old tin boats and dinghies after dark. But this vessel was much slicker than those old tubs.

      Striking the wires again, she tried the ignition. The boat rumbled to life. Kendall grinned and quickly threw off the ties. Then, shoving the throttle forward, she steered out of the slip, sending up a spray of water in her wake.

      She was justified in this temporary theft—a stolen boat was nothing compared to catching a suspect. At least, that’s what she convinced herself of when she imagined Lucy’s impending recriminations.

      As much as she hated this water, she had to admit that there was nothing quite like the feel of those first seconds of acceleration—the way her body lurched back as the boat sped forward and the water opened out before her.

      And not only open water.

      As she moved away from the shore she caught sight of his little boat.

      Dexter Ackerly was only a couple hundred yards ahead.
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      Austin looked up from his phone but Kendall wasn’t where he expected her to be.

      In fact, she wasn’t anywhere.

      Had she left him? Somehow gone back to the parking lot and ditched him.

      She’d been pissed, sure. And maybe he’d been out of line getting so personal. But no, not even Kendall would do that. Plus, he still had her keys.

      Then he saw her.

      At least, he thought it was her, speeding around the shoreline in a pretty nice boat.

      As he sprinted for the dock, all he could think was, what the hell is she doing?

      Then it struck him. Veering right, he caught sight of Ackerly’s office. He saw nothing but boat masts through two sets of windows. Ackerly was gone.

      Putting two and two together, Austin cursed himself. While Ackerly had been making a run for it, he’d been on his phone, leaving pathetic messages for old colleagues in the NYPD. Hey, this is Austin. I’m calling to find out if you’ve heard of a former or current FBI agent, Jorge Lopez. Maybe has ties to the Manhattan Beach area in Brooklyn. Possibly involved in illicit drug trade under the name Señor Brick. The messages had made it sound like he was interested in the information for professional reasons, to get to the bottom of the case. Truth was, his reasons were much more personal.

      Reaching the end of the dock, he looked along the shore and caught the tail end of her vessel as it disappeared around a curve.

      For whatever reason, she appeared to be hugging the shoreline, which gave him an idea.

      Racing back to the car, he yanked Kendall’s keys out of his pocket. The road ran parallel to the shoreline, and that was his best chance of catching up with her.
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        * * *

      

      Kendall gripped the wheel as she steered north along the wooded shoreline. Keeping one eye trained on the small boat ahead, she watched for any sudden moves from Ackerly.

      Staying close to the shore, she matched his speed, not wanting to spook him. The sunlight danced in shards across the rippling water as she eased back on the throttle, maintaining a two-hundred-yard cushion.

      Up ahead, Ackerly angled toward a decrepit wooden dock tucked into a narrow inlet. Rotted pilings jutted from the water at odd angles, and the splintered planks were dotted with holes.

      Kendall tensed. Was he trying to slip ashore?

      As Ackerly maneuvered toward the ruined dock, Kendall seized the moment to close the gap. She shoved the throttle forward, planing across the glossy water. Ackerly's head snapped around at the roar of her engine. His eyes went wide when he spotted the bowrider barreling toward him.

      Kendall watched him scramble to evade her, but his old fishing boat was no match for the speed of her vessel. She overtook him easily, steering to block any escape. Ackerly cut his engine and drifted toward the sagging dock, realization dawning on his face. His hurried attempt to tie off ended with him tumbling onto the warped planks.

      Kendall brought the bowrider alongside the dock, killed the engine, and leapt ashore, focused intently on Ackerly as he struggled to pull himself up from the weathered boards.
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        * * *

      

      “Jimmy,” Austin shouted into his phone. “I’m heading north on… Damnit!”

      “Slow down,” Jimmy said.

      “No time to slow down,” Austin shot back. “Send backup if you can.”

      “Where exactly are you?”

      “About a quarter mile north of the Brownsville Marina.” He searched for a street sign as he took a bend a little too fast and veered across the center divider of the two-lane road. “Ogle Road Northeast. I’m in pursuit of Kendall, who I believe is in pursuit of Dexter Ackerly.”

      “Okay, hold on.”

      Jimmy must have muted the phone because Austin heard nothing, but a minute later, Jimmy reappeared on the line. “Okay, we’ve got someone on the way. But you need to tell me exactly where you land. I don’t want my guys driving around like someone from the olden days before GPS.”

      Austin said, “I will. We can stay on the phone until I… wait…” Through the trees to his right, he’d caught a glimpse of what he thought was the boat Kendall had, well, commandeered. “I see her through the trees. Probably half a mile now north of the Brownsville Marina.”

      “Good, just keep following her.”

      “Will do.” The road veered away from the water briefly and the thick trees blocked his view. “She’s out of sight, but the road curves back up ahead.”

      Jimmy said, “Did you hear?”

      “Hear what?”

      “I left a voicemail for Kendall like ten minutes ago.”

      “No, and I doubt she did either.”

      “Velma Wakefield. The woman who found the victim with her dog. She might be missing.”

      Austin swerved across the center divide on the narrow road to pass a Jeep delivering mail. “What?”

      “Neighbor heard her dog Robin barking incessantly this morning. Apparently Velma didn’t go out for her usual walk. So we did a wellness check. Her car’s not there, she’s gone, and everyone agrees she’d never just leave her dog. Something is wrong.”

      Austin thought back to her driveway, the dust covered car and oil stains in the driveway. She’d mentioned how little she went out, and how she always took her morning walk with Robin. “ I think she barely left the house, except for those walks.”

      “So, we need to—”

      “Wait,” Austin interrupted. “I see him.”

      “Who?”

      He wasn’t sure it was Ackerly, but through trees and brambles he’d caught sight of someone moving on the shore, illuminated by soft clear light.

      “I must be a mile, mile and a half north of the marina now, same road as before.” He slowed and eased onto a long dirt drive. “Turned down an unmarked driveway. It did have a rusty reddish mailbox at the turn. I think I saw our suspect. Get your guys here ASAP. I’m signing off.”
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      Ackerly grabbed an oar and swung it viciously at Kendall’s head. She ducked just in time, the oar slicing the air inches from her face.

      Kendall scrambled from the boat onto the dock, facing Ackerly as he poised to strike again. His eyes were wild, fueled by desperation. When the oar came swinging toward her ribcage, she pivoted and landed a sharp kick to Ackerly's kneecap. He grunted in pain, but kept coming.
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        * * *

      

      Austin slammed on the brakes as the road seemed to stop out of nowhere. Maybe this was the “parking area” for whatever houses lay beyond, but it was more of a mud patch with no cars and only a few tire tracks. Leaving his car, he jogged down an overgrown, barely-visible trail toward the water's edge.

      He heard a shout through the trees and picked up speed.

      Had that been Kendall’s voice?

      His mind danced from the news about Velma Wakefield to the job in front of him and still—looming in the back of his mind, bringing a general sense of sickened unease along with a shame over the fact that he couldn’t block it out—was Fiona. The letters.

      He heard another shout. Yes, that was Kendall, barking something in her meanest tone. He hadn’t been able to make out the words, but he knew she’d caught up with Ackerly.

      Picking up speed, he raced for the water, darting around trees and trying to avoid the muddy patches in the forest.
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        * * *

      

      The rotten planks creaked under Kendall’s feet as she exchanged blows with Ackerly on the decrepit dock. She landed a right hook to Ackerly's jaw, followed by a left to his gut. He doubled over, but quickly recovered, bringing the oar down hard. She barely sidestepped a crushing blow meant for her head, but the oar struck her shoulder, causing her to reach up instinctively.

      Then Ackerly swept Kendall's legs out from under her with the oar. She hit the dock hard, the wind knocked out of her. Before she could react, Ackerly swung the oar overhead, smashing it down on Kendall's temple.

      Dazed, she felt herself falling as the rotten wood collapsed beneath her. Cold water engulfed her body. Thrashing back to the surface, Kendall glimpsed Ackerly sprinting down the shoreline and disappearing into the trees.

      Then, everything went black.
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      To his left, Austin spotted Ackerly, limping but moving quickly between trees, staying close to the shore.

      To his right he heard splashing. “Kendall?”

      The splashing stopped. No reply.

      “Kendall!”

      From his vantage point, he could see part of an old wooden dock that seemed to stretch about twenty feet from the shore.

      In an instant, he made the calculation that he had to let Ackerly go.

      He sprinted toward the dock and immediately saw Kendall, face down in shallow water. “No no no no no!”

      He rushed into the frigid water and grabbed Kendall's limp body. Her face was a little pale and blood streamed from a nasty gash on her temple, staining the water pink. Flipping her onto her back, he dragged her a few feet onto the muddy bank.

      Working urgently, Austin rolled her onto her side. With her head tilted back and to the side, he saw a faint jugular pulse and a wave of relief washed over him. He held her in place and forcefully rubbed her back with his free hand. “Breathe, Kendall, breathe!” he urged.

      After agonizing seconds that felt like hours, Kendall finally coughed up water, gagging and disoriented. Austin cradled her as the color returned to her face. Relief washed over him. She was alive. But she had lost a lot of blood from the wound and needed attention immediately.

      “Leave me,” she managed. “Go after him.”

      He ignored her.

      Kneeling in the mud, Austin swiftly ripped open his blue button-up. He tore it along the seams, shredding the material to fashion a makeshift bandage.

      Kendall moaned, barely conscious as blood continued to stream from the gash on her temple. Austin wrapped the strips of shredded shirt around her head, cinching them to apply pressure on the wound.

      The light blue quickly saturated with crimson, but it slowed the bleeding.

      Kendall took deep breaths, then sat up abruptly. After another couple breaths, she stood, pushing him away when he tried to keep her down.

      Slightly wobbly on her feet, she held out her arms for balance.

      Austin stood as well. “We need to get you to the hospital and—”

      “I’m in charge.” She held up a hand to silence him. “I’m sorry for being bitchy earlier.”

      “Don’t mention it,” Austin said. “I was outta line.”

      “You were outta line, I was bitchy. Regardless, I’m going after him, with or without you.”

      Austin swallowed hard, telling himself that—despite his better judgment—Kendall was in charge and he couldn’t stop her.

      “This way,” he said, taking off in the direction he’d seen Ackerly disappear a few minutes earlier.

      The damp leaves crunched under their shoes as Austin carefully followed the faint trail through the woods. Though the day was clear, the recent rains had left the ground damp. The earthy scent of mud and decomposing leaves hung in the cool fall air.

      The footprints were patchy and unclear, and after several minutes, Austin lost the trail among a tangle of brambles and moss-covered logs. He scanned the ground, the trees, the bushes, searching for any sign of disturbed foliage or broken branches that could indicate which direction Ackerly had gone.

      “You seeing anything?” he asked Kendall.

      She shook her head, scanning in every direction. “That’s what you get when you send an L.A. and a New York detective out into the woods. We’re not exactly trail experts.”

      “You grew up here.”

      “Yeah, but I wasn’t out here learning tracker skills by hunting for Sasquatch like some of my Pacific Northwest peers, was I?”

      He listened intently for any out of the ordinary sounds. A squirrel chattered anxiously high in a nearby evergreen, but otherwise the forest was still.

      “Hold on,” he said, backtracking in the direction they’d come, eyes peeled for any subtle clues he may have missed. Crouching low, he noticed a single leaf of sword fern bent unnaturally away from the rest of the plant. Someone's shoe must have brushed it as they passed.

      With renewed determination, Austin pushed on through the damp undergrowth. The trees grew closer together, blanketed in emerald green moss and curtains of hanging lichen. He stepped carefully over a fat banana slug, crossing a tiny stream over mossy stones. Catching a whiff of saltwater, he knew he must be getting close to the shoreline.

      Up ahead, a patch of disturbed earth and trampled ferns marked where someone had scrambled down the bank. He caught a glimpse of water through the trees. Creeping forward, he peered between the rotting log and a massive cedar. Bobbing gently in a sheltered inlet was a weathered blue houseboat, its dilapidated roof dotted with patches of rust.

      Dexter Ackerly was nowhere to be seen, but Austin’s instincts told him he was hiding inside the skeletal structure, hidden amongst the dense thickets of salal and blackberries.

      Kendall had been right on his heels and now took the lead. Drawing her weapon, she made her way down the rocky bank toward the seemingly abandoned houseboat. Half-sunken pontoons kept it barely afloat, and a faded blue tarp covered part of the roof. The windows were spray-painted black from the inside.

      Following close behind Kendall, Austin peered through gaps in the foliage. A musty, rotten scent hit him, like moldering wood and fish guts.

      The houseboat looked like an abandoned relic that nature was reclaiming inch by inch, cocooning it in overgrowth to fade into obscurity.

      But they were going in.
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      Austin followed about a yard behind Kendall and a little to her left. Adrenaline coursed through his system and he consciously released his hands, which were gripped tight around his gun.

      Then he heard… what?

      A song.

      Kendall froze, held up a hand. “What the?”

      It was a song, or, more accurately, a drunken sea shanty of the sort Austin had seen in movies and an occasional video Jimmy or Lucy had shown him on their phones.

      Oh, the mighty Dyes Inlet, where old Leif did sail

      Discovered by Vikings, Nordic men we do hale!

      With fjords and with mountains, surrounded by pines

      The inlet called Dyes, such glorious climes!

      Yo ho ho, sail away, sail away!

      To Puget Sound on a blustery day!

      Kendall glanced back at Austin. “What in the ever-loving hell is that?”

      Austin shrugged. “Your call. Go in or wait it out?”

      They were only about twenty feet from the houseboat now and Kendall nodded toward it. “Bastard hit me with an oar. I’m going in.”

      “I’ve got your back.”

      As they crept forward, the singing continued.

      The Vikings came seeking glory and gold

      But found only pine trees, or so I’m told!

      Olaf the Brave did declare with a shout

      That the trees were too many to properly scout!

      Yo ho ho, sail away, sail away!

      To Puget Sound on a blustery day!

      The houseboat looked even worse up close than it had from a distance. The paint had long since peeled off the wood, leaving exposed planks in various stages of decay and releasing a note of foul rot into the air.

      When she was about five feet from the door of the houseboat, Kendall shouted, “Kitsap Sheriff’s Department. Hands up, on the deck. Now!”

      They waited.

      Nothing but another verse from inside the houseboat.

      Oh the mighty Dyes Inlet, where history was made

      By Norsemen who found it, but then quickly strayed

      No treasure was found here, just trees and some rain

      So they left us Dyes Inlet to always remain!

      Then Austin heard barking. Loud barking that sounded like it was coming from inside the houseboat. Mixed with the seat shanty, it made for an almost incomprehensibly odd scene.

      Yo ho ho, sail away, sail away!

      To Puget Sound on a blustery day!

      Suddenly, the door opened just a crack. “Kendall. Look.”

      It opened a little more.

      Austin felt his fingers on his weapon. He was ready for anything, except what happened next.

      The door burst open and a large German Shepherd came bounding down the ramp, heading straight for Austin. He froze, finger on the trigger. But as the dog drew closer, its tongue lolling out in a goofy grin, Austin hesitated.

      Was it attacking?

      Bracing for impact, Austin angled his pistol away just as the dog reached him. But instead of attacking, the Shepherd darted past Austin in a blur of fur. It raced in wild circles around him, then stopped abruptly. Gripping a large stick in its mouth, the dog tossed its head back and flung the stick into the air. It watched the stick arc up and land a few feet away, then tore off after it.

      Seizing the stick in its jaws once more, the dog repeated its frantic game of fetch—with itself.

      Austin stood dumbfounded, eyes darting from the empty open doorway of the houseboat to the Shepherd as it continued its frenzied routine of throwing, chasing, and retrieving the stick in rapid succession. The dog was clearly overjoyed at this chance to run free. Between tosses, it would rush up to Austin, tail wagging excitedly as it tried to get him to join in the game.

      “There’s no one in the doorway,” Kendall said. “Leave the dog. Let’s go in.”

      “Wait,” Austin said. “There.”

      It was Ackerly emerging from a side door, more of an opening, actually, as it appeared to be covered by a heavy canvas cloth rather than a door. He had a wide grin on his bruised and bloody face. His hands were empty, and high in the air.

      “Damnit, Bjorn,” Ackerly said, “you were supposed to attack!”

      “Down here. Now!” Kendall commanded. “Slowly, hands reaching for the sky.”

      “I’m sorry I ran,” Ackerly said. “I’m no threat, I swear. Don’t shoot.”

      He made it to the bottom of the ramp and Kendall cuffed him as Austin covered her. Bjorn, which apparently was the dog's name, tired itself out and fell into a happy reverie in the dirt.

      “Is this your cousin’s place?” Kendall asked.

      Ackerly said nothing.

      “Is he in there?” she barked.

      “No. I swear I don’t know where he is.”

      “Is it his place?” Austin asked.

      Ackerly nodded.

      Two police cars approached from behind. Jimmy’s backup.

      Kendall shoved Ackerly toward Austin. “Walk this guy over to the units that arrived. Tell ‘em to get up here. We’ll sweep the house.”

      Austin frowned. “Good, but I doubt he’s in there.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      Austin kicked the dirt. “Jimmy called. Velma Wakefield is missing. If Wayne Ackerly is our guy, he’s got her. Probably through the dating app. And I doubt he’d take a date here.”

      As Austin walked Dexter Ackerly to the officers who’d arrived, the man sang the chorus one final time.

      Yo ho ho, sail away, sail away!

      To Puget Sound on a blustery day!
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      It had been four hours since the arrest of Dexter Ackerly, and the conference room stank of damp papers and rotten cardboard boxes. A dozen old cartons and suitcases had been taken from the houseboat. Some were moldy, some were wet, and all contained evidence that the houseboat had been inhabited by Wayne Ackerly.

      Dexter had lawyered up immediately, singing verse after verse of his sea shanty but not providing a single additional word other than “Lawyer.”  Jimmy had a team out searching for Velma Wakefield and another staked out at the houseboat in case Wayne was dumb enough to come back.

      Austin and Kendall had decided that, after lying to them in his office, Ackerly had fled by boat to warn his cousin that police were asking about him. Their hunch was that he still looked up to his older cousin and would do anything to help him, though they doubted he was involved with the murders.

      Now they had boxes and the desperate hope that one of them might give them the break they needed.

      The first couple boxes had allowed Austin to piece together a picture of Wayne's troubled past. He grew up in an abusive home in Bremerton, exhibiting disturbing behaviors from a young age and dropping out of school at 16. Drifting through jobs including a stint at a butcher shop, he eventually got into stand up comedy, which seemed to have become an obsession.

      Sifting through a box of yellowed papers, Austin took occasional sips from cold coffee in the paper cup. It was late evening by now and his eyes strained to focus in the dim conference room.

      Most of the contents were relics from Ackerly's comedy career: sketches for bizarre routines, crumpled flyers for amateur stand-up nights. Mixed among them were faded ticket stubs—mementos from the comedy boom that had swept through Seattle in the 70s. Austin examined a ticket from Bill Nye's early sketch troupe show at the Annex Theater in '77, followed by one from a '79 stand-up gig by a young Pat Cashman.

      A picture from 1978 showed the 19-year-old Ackerly on stage at a small club. He was average height with a wiry build, unkempt brown hair, intense eyes, and pale skin.

      Next Austin came across a stack of legal pads. Flipping through, he found a series of jokes that, he assumed, Ackerly had been working on. Some were dark, some weren’t, but none struck him as especially funny

      

      What do you call a hippie's wife?

      Mississippi.

      

      What did the sign on the brothel door say?

      'Beat it—we're closed!'

      

      I know I have a grown man’s body but deep down I have the heart of a small boy.

      I keep it in a jar on my shelf.

      

      Disco is very much alive.

      And I'll KILL IT if I have to.

      

      Austin imagined a young Wayne Ackerly writing the jokes in the late 70s and the thought made him unreasonably sad.

      Flipping the page, he came across a slightly more fleshed out routine.

      

      -Greet the crowd. Smile!

      Hey there, I’m Wayne Ackerly but local audiences refer to me as “The Prince Of Darkness.” I guess you could say my comedy is a little morbid, but c’mon… there are upsides to being dead.

      I mean, think about it… No more waiting in line for donuts and fresh bread at the bakery on Saturday mornings.(Pause for laughter).

      -Transition to:

      Now that you know a little about me, lemme tell you about my mom. Ya know, she passed away, three years ago. (Pause for “Awwwww.”) It was sad, yes, but when she was alive, she was dumb as a sack of hammers that flunked finger painting.

      Her main thing was she was always getting everday sayings wrong. Like she was raised in a foreign country.

      Some of her best? Or, should I say, worst?

      “Where there's smoke, there's a smoking gun.” (Pause for laughter)

      “You can't judge a book by its cover, but you can lead it to water.” (Pause for laughter).

      “Don't count your chickens before you put all your eggs in one basket.” (Pause for laughter).

      Or, my personal favorite, “We'll burn that bridge when we come to it.” (Pause for laughter).

      Like I said, she was dumb as a rock. (Pause)

      So I killed her. (Pause for uncomfortable laughter).

      No, not really.

      She killed herself years ago. With me as a son, who wouldn’t?

      Austin set the notebook aside, shaking his head, and shifted his attention to another box.

      His eyes widened as he examined a faded report card from Bremerton Elementary, dated 1969. The loopy cursive handwriting detailed an incident involving a young Wayne Ackerly.

      He read it, then took it out to Kendall, who was in the hallway talking with Lucy on the phone. Her head had been properly bandaged and she looked fresher than she had any right to after the fight she’d been in.

      When she hung up, he said, “I think you’re gonna want to look at this.”
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      Back in the conference room, Austin read aloud.

      “During our math lesson, Wayne passed a note to Sally. The note read: 'Do you like me? Check box yes or no.' Sally checked 'yes' on the paper. During recess, Wayne proceeded to punch Sally multiple times until stopped by a teacher on yard duty. When asked why he would hit a girl, Wayne replied: 'She tried to kiss me.' Further disciplinary action is strongly recommended for this troubling behavior."

      Austin hadn’t been surprised to learn that Ackerly exhibited violence at an early age, it was the particular circumstances that left him curious. He handed the report to Kendall. “What do you make of that?”

      She studied it, then put it on the table. “Some violent men hurt women when they are rejected by them. Wayne hit the girl after she checked ‘Yes.’ After she tried to kiss him, assuming that’s true. I think this guy's violence towards women stems from some deep attachment issues that go way back. Abusive mom, neglected as a kid, no consistent love or care. Messed him up good."

      “If it’s not one thing, it’s your mother,” Austin said.

      “What?”

      “Nothing. It’s a joke from a Robin Williams stand-up routine I watched with Anna the other day. So, we’re thinking this guy had mommy issues?”

      Kendall paced. “Don’t sound so cynical. I’m not excusing it, but look, I did a few psych programs and this stuff is real.”

      “In his old papers I found some jokes about killing his mother, then about her committing suicide.”

      Kendall leaned on the whiteboard. “Probably unable to trust or form healthy relationships. He's got no self-esteem, massive rejection wounds. Any shred of kindness or love from a woman probably triggers overwhelming fear and vulnerability for him."

      Austin considered this. "Because he doesn't know how to handle it?”

      “Right. It's too much for him, so he lashes out as a defense mechanism. Aggression gives him back a sense of control when all those anxieties get triggered. By being violent, he avoids dealing with the vulnerability."

      Austin glanced at his watch. It was ten, and he needed to get home. He’d needed to get home hours ago. Kendall’s theory about the roots of Ackerly’s motivation made sense, but it got them no closer to finding him.

      “Jimmy and his team are doing what they can,” he said. “Their wedding is tomorrow and he’s still out pounding the pavement.”

      “We both need some sleep,” Kendall said, leading him out.

      At the front desk, the receptionist was just shutting down for the day. She was a friendly young woman who’d only started about a month ago and was still eager to please. “Ms. Shaw and Mr. Austin, sir, um, Thomas,” she said. “Messages.”

      He stopped and leaned on the counter.

      “Sheriff Daniels sent a note for Ms. Shaw. Austin you are cc’d. I printed it out for you.” She handed a sheet of paper to Kendall, then an envelope to Austin. “And, Austin, Samantha called and said your phone was going straight to voicemail. Asked me to ask if you’d seen the homepage of The New York Times. Something about a big story going live that you would definitely want to check out.”
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        * * *

      

      Sitting in his truck in the parking lot, Austin popped off a text to Anna, letting her know he was on his way home. He’d exchanged a couple texts with her throughout the day, letting her know he’d be home late. She hadn’t replied, which was unusual for her.

      Now, with the case stalled, he felt like hell, and felt he owed her an apology.

      Still, Samantha’s message was nagging at him and he pulled out his phone, then found the homepage of The New York Times.

      New Evidence Emerges in Unsolved Murder of Assistant DA

      Anna Downey

      Three years after the brutal slaying of Assistant District Attorney Fiona Austin in an Upper East Side steakhouse, law enforcement sources say they have obtained new evidence that could point to a suspect.

      On November 13, 2020, two gunmen opened fire on Assistant District Attorney Fiona Austin and her husband, Thomas Austin, a well-respected NYPD detective, as they walked out of Philip's Steakhouse on their 10th wedding anniversary. Detective Austin, known for bringing down the "Holiday Baby Butcher" serial killer, suffered four gunshot wounds but survived. Fiona, an assistant DA for Manhattan County, was struck once in the head and died at the scene.

      While Detective Austin was able to describe the vehicle, clothing, and physical characteristics of the two shooters, no arrests were made. The murder shook Manhattan's legal community, with Fiona's colleagues describing her as a thoughtful and principled lawyer dedicated to justice.

      New documents obtained by The Times indicate that FBI special agent Jorge Diaz Lopez, who retired suddenly from his post soon after the killing, may now be a person of interest in the case. Multiple law enforcement sources, speaking on condition of anonymity, said Lopez had participated in questionable operations during his time in the FBI.

      Documents and sources also indicated that Lopez and Austin may have been having an affair. A source close to the case cited, “A possible domestic dispute,” as an area of interest in the killing.

      The documents also point to financial irregularities and communications between Lopez and several figures with organized crime connections in the period before Fiona Austin's murder.

      Neither Lopez nor his lawyer could be reached for comment. FBI and NYPD officials also declined to comment on the investigation or identify any suspects or persons of interest.

      While the evidence pointing to Lopez remains murky and circumstantial, the revelation has buoyed hopes that Fiona Austin's loved ones may finally see justice. One source within the Manhattan District Attorney’s office expressed optimism that the case might be closer to resolution. “These new documents are no smoking gun,” he said, “but they give us something new to work on, and in a case this cold, that’s all we can hope for.”

      Austin read the article twice, surprise turning to shock turning to rage as he stared down at the byline.

      Anna Downey

      He even checked to be sure it was the real homepage and not a mistake, a cruel, sick joke.

      She’d used his information, his papers, his life. She’d used them to get other sources and documents. She’d used them to get a story into The New York Times.

      It was a betrayal he wouldn’t have believed possible if he wasn’t staring at it in the paper of record. With a balled up fist he struck the passenger seat as hard as he could and let out a shout. At no one, at everyone. At Anna.

      A new text from Kendall broke the build-up of his rage.

      The note from Daniels. He was released from jail, apparently. He says we’re both fired.
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      Austin could remember quite a few low points since moving to Hansville. The first few months had been bleak. The transition from the big city to a tiny beach town was supposed to clear his mind, clear his heart, but instead it had just given him the time and space to realize how broken he’d become.

      He’d tried to distract himself with running the café and store, trying out new recipes, and learning how to be a dog dad for the first time when he got Run from a reputable breeder.

      But—as the saying goes—your problems follow you wherever you go. And Fiona’s ghost had chased him across the country.

      And yet, despite all the difficult early days, he couldn’t remember one as bad as this. His efforts to solve the mystery of Fiona’s murder, which some piece of him had always believed would bring peace, had brought something worse. And his attempt to find love again had been met by another betrayal. One that had come out of nowhere and kept him tossing and turning most of the night.

      Now, in the bleak gray drizzle of dawn, Austin tossed the tennis ball down the beach to Run. Thankfully, his little corgi seemed perfectly happy despite his state. It was one of the things he loved about her. It wasn’t that she didn’t care. She’d looked at him that morning and—he thought—recognized how bad things were. But her insistence that they go to the beach anyway had been enough of a jolt to keep him from descending all the way into the hole he wanted to crawl into.

      When he returned home the previous night, planning to confront Anna about the article, she hadn’t been there. All he’d found was a note.

      Austin,

      I know you must be angry, or you will be when you see the front page of The New York Times. And you’re going to think I broke your trust.

      I guess I did.

      But it’s better if these things are out in the open. If you actually want this case to be solved, getting the information out in public is better than holding it all yourself.

      Now that everyone knows, the case is more likely to be solved.

      I’m not sorry, but I understand if you never want to speak with me again,

      Anna

      Maybe she believed that. But he couldn’t help but notice the fact that her actions had also landed her a front page story with the biggest newspaper in the country, one for which she’d dreamed of writing for years, if not decades. It was the jump start her career needed.

      Wayne Ackerly had not yet been found, but neither had the body of Velma Wakefield. The Kitsap Sheriff’s Department had been on a county wide manhunt for him and had officers on the lookout at Dyes Inlet. Nothing. The case loomed heavy, and yet Austin didn’t know if he still had a job. The last thing he’d heard from Kendall was that they’d both been fired, but that she was going to appeal to Lucy to speak with Daniels.

      Most mornings he left his cell phone at home when he walked Run on the beach, but this morning he’d brought it, hoping for a call. Maybe from Kendall, maybe from some old friend. Something, anything to distract him from the thoughts swirling inside him.

      He crouched, picked up the ball, and tossed it down the beach, where it careened off a log and bounced into the water. Run eyed it skeptically as it bobbed on a tiny wave about five feet from shore, then crept into the gentle surf and nabbed it before backing carefully out of the water.

      Not only was Austin’s role in the case up in the air, but today was Lucy and Jimmy’s wedding day. He thought they were perfect for each other, and yet he felt no excitement, no joy, nothing for his friends and colleagues. And that made him feel worse than anything.

      The last thing he wanted was to fall into a sinkhole of selfishness and self pity, and yet that’s where he found himself falling.

      His phone vibrated in his pocket. Kendall.

      “Hey,” he said, trying and failing to sound upbeat.

      “As far as I know, we still have jobs. Officially at least. I don’t think any paperwork has been filed and, until HR shows up and drags me out of here, I’m working.”

      “That’s good,” Austin said, distracted by an eagle circling overhead.

      “You alright?” Kendall asked.

      “Not really.”

      “Want to talk about it?”

      “Not really. Tell me about the case. News on Ackerly?”

      “No, but they’ve got people on his house, at Dyes Inlet, everywhere. Jimmy is using the morning of his wedding day to try to get Dexter Ackerly to talk. His lawyer is a real piece of work and…” she let out a long breath, clearly exasperated. “He may not know anything anyway. I don’t know.”

      “And Velma Wakefield?”

      “Only good news is that she hasn’t shown up floating in Dyes Inlet.”

      That confirmed everything Austin thought, and it didn’t make him feel any better. “So what do you want me to do?”

      “Go to the wedding,” Kendall said. “Leave your phone on. If anything moves, I’ll call you.”
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      The Cascade View Luxury Motel was located only twenty yards off Route 3, a few miles southwest of Gorst. The small hotel did not live up to its name. It had no views of the Cascades, at least not from his room, and was certainly not luxurious.

      What it did have was an entrance from the parking lot, rather than a lobby, and a staff so uninterested he could be plotting a terrorist attack in here for years and wouldn’t get question one.

      But he wasn’t plotting a terrorist attack. In fact, he didn’t know what to do. All his plans had gone to hell in the last few days, and now he was at a loss.

      Velma Wakefield wriggled in the corner, wrists tied with rope, mouth duct-taped shut, and yet it brought him no joy. Not like the others.

      She’d been fairly easy to get on a date. Her genuine love of comedy had been exploitable and, since they were around the same age, they had many of the same favorites. Robin Williams, Rodney Dangerfield, the SNL crew of the late seventies and early eighties.

      And yet, she hadn’t liked him. She’d frowned at his appearance before he even sat down at the restaurant, had leaned away the whole conversation, and had within fifteen minutes begun making up excuses about why she needed to cut the date short.

      If he’d slipped her a piece of paper asking her, Do you like me? Check box yes or no, she would definitely have checked No.

      And that made him want to keep her, to convince her, to win her over somehow. He imagined slipping her muscle relaxers as he had the others, and cringed. He thought of carving her up and felt nothing. He imagined submerging her head in the serene waters of Dyes Inlet and actually recoiled at the thought. The truth was, Velma Wakefield hated him, and that made him love her. The last thing he wanted to do was kill her.

      Or maybe it was something else. Maybe he wanted her to love him.

      Her body had gone still. He stared down at her on the thin, motel carpet. She was breathing through her nose and appeared only to have fallen asleep.

      He needed to think. Needed a plan.

      His idiot cousin Dexter was missing, not returning his calls. That made him worried, too worried to return home. That’s why he’d brought Velma here.

      But what now?

      What the hell was he supposed to do now? He could leave Velma and escape, but what then? He had half a tank of gas and sixty eight bucks to his name. He needed a coffee.

      He walked to the hotel lobby, which promised “Free Coffee and Breakfast.” In addition to lukewarm coffee, a bruised apple, and a muffin still half frozen, he found about a dozen people, mostly in their thirties, all dressed up and, apparently, in a celebratory mood.

      Three guys in the corner were speaking loudly, constantly getting up for more food and talking about technology stocks, artificial intelligence, and bitcoin. All wore blue suits and were just the kind of “bros” Ackerly hated. Happy. Oblivious. Maybe not rich but certainly not poor. They were the kind of jerks who used to get drunk at his shows and heckle him.

      Three women, all in dresses in various shades of green, joined them and began complaining about the motel. It was clear that they were slumming it, but, they said, the wedding hotel had been fully booked because of their late decision to attend.

      “That wasn’t my fault,” the largest of the young men said, sipping from a bright can of energy drink he’d brought with him to the buffet. “You’re the one who couldn’t make up her mind.”

      The young woman sat on his lap and put an arm around him. “I just couldn’t decide, like, how the pictures would look on Insta.” She stood suddenly and leaned back posing like a model. “So, how do I look?”

      One of the other women snapped a picture. “You look fire, babe. And, c’mon, give Lucy a break. She never had the best fashion sense.”

      “Who asks all the women to wear green at a wedding?” the first woman asked.

      The second woman shrugged. “She’s Irish, or her parents were, or whatever. And look, babe, this may be the tackiest wedding we go to, but it’s Lucy. We love her and we’re gonna get through this. There will be an open bar.”

      One of the bros said, “Jimmy is a baller though. He’s having a comedian at the wedding.”

      “Not a band, or a DJ?” one of the women sighed.

      They went back and forth for a while as Ackerly sipped his terrible coffee and picked at the edges of the ice cold muffin.

      When the group had finished their breakfast and stood to leave, he put on his best smile and approached the Bro who’d been sipping the energy drink.

      “Hey,” Ackerly said, “are you all dressed up for Jimmy and Lucy’s wedding? I couldn’t help but overhear.”

      “Sure are, bro, you one of their grandpas or something?”

      Ackerly tried to keep his face friendly. “Ha ha no. Distant cousin on Lucy’s side, but I lost my invitation. Can you remind me of the venue and start time?”

      “I can do you one better, brah.” The bro reached into the inside pocket of his jacket and pulled out a thick notecard, handed it to Ackerly, then tossed his empty can in the recycling bucket. “See ya there, man.” He leaned back, inspecting Ackerly’s jeans and t-shirt. “I hope you’ve got your suit in the hotel room.”

      Ackerly looked down at the card.

      
        
        Mr. and Mrs. Thomas O’Rourke request the honor of your presence at the marriage reception of their daughter:

        Lucy Marie O’Rourke

        to

        James (Jimmy) Andrew Jule

        Son of Mr. and Mrs. Harold Jule

        Saturday, the thirteenth of October, two thousand and twenty-three, at half after two o'clock

        Agate Pass Lodge, Poulsbo, Washington

        Please RSVP by September 1st, two thousand and twenty-three

      

      

      He sighed, thinking of Velma up in the room. She was never going to like him, so he could never hurt her. He didn’t give a damn about his houseboat, or Dexter, or anyone or anything. The truth was, even killing those other women hadn’t made him feel much better.

      He figured that within weeks he’d either be dead or in jail. He had nothing left but laughter.

      He tucked the invitation in the back pocket of his jeans.

      Maybe it was time for one last show.
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      The drizzle broke about an hour before the wedding, and that was enough to lift Austin’s spirit. Not lift it high, but enough to put on gray slacks and a nice white button-up, a blue blazer, and some decent shoes.

      He could hear music from the parking lot as he strolled into the Agate Pass Lodge, a lovely event venue on the waterfront on the west side of Liberty Bay in Poulsbo.

      The wedding ceremony had been private, only for direct family, but the reception appeared to be a big event. He’d heard Jimmy and Lucy arguing over details for weeks, maybe months, but from the looks of it it had all come together.

      The place was alive with activity as guests mingled through the beautifully decorated venue. Large flower arrangements adorned the interior of the grand lodge building, filling the rooms with vibrant colors. White bar tables and stools were set up both inside and out, a line of them leading across a large lawn and overlooking the water. Upbeat electronic music pumped through the speakers as wedding guests sipped champagne and local microbrews from the open bar.

      Outside, the crisp fall air was filled with laughter and conversation. Guests wandered along the stone pathways through the lush gardens, taking in views of the bay. Fairy lights had been strung through the trees and plants, illuminating the patio where appetizers were being passed.

      Austin’s spirit got another boost when he spotted Ridley strolling in, arm-in-arm with Rachel. Ridley’s bald head gleamed under the lights of the lodge and Rachel’s dreadlocks had been woven into a gorgeous design of loops and arches that made her look as though she was wearing a crown. Ridley had told him that she’d resisted his run for governor at first because of all the pictures she’d have to be in, but, at least from the looks of them, they’d embraced it.

      Austin walked over and hugged Rachel, then slapped Ridley on the back while shaking his hand. “Glad you came,” Austin said. “Thought you might be getting too famous to be appearing at weddings.”

      Rachel raised an eyebrow. “You kidding? Rid loves dressing up, though he pretends not to. He’s finally able to let his inner Denzel come out. He ever tell you how he wanted to be a model?”

      Austin’s eyes went wide. “This I have to hear.”

      “Don’t,” Ridley said, frowning at his wife.

      Rachel pushed him away. “Go get us some drinks.”

      Ridley gave her a peck on the cheek and walked off as Rachel launched into a story about how Ridley had been approached by a modeling agency when he played football in college. They’d been looking for larger, more muscular models for a new brand of menswear and had thought he might be a good fit after seeing him interviewed on a local news channel. It hadn’t worked out, but Rachel still teased him about how he’d pretended not to be excited about the thought of being in catalogs and billboards all over the country. She’d caught him practicing poses in the mirror more than once.

      Austin chuckled as Ridley returned with a beer for himself and a soda water with lime for Rachel.

      “You still making fun of me, or what?” Ridley asked.

      She took a sip and looped an arm around his waist. “You’re a couple weeks away from being elected governor. We need to keep you humble.” She glanced at Austin. “Washington State’s first Black governor. If he wins.”

      “Not to mention,” Ridley added, “the first independent governor. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

      “Polls going well?” Austin had been wondering how the public self-destruction of Daniels had affected the race.

      “Internal polling says it’s a three-way tie,” Rachel said. “But Rid has the momentum.”

      Ridley looked slightly embarrassed. “As long as it doesn’t get out that I have no idea what I’m doing, we should be fine. By the way, Austin. I heard about Daniels ‘firing’ you and Kendall. Wouldn’t worry too much about that. My campaign manager is gonna talk to his and point out how we could make that look if we leaked the details to the press.” He sighed. “I hate to play politics with the internal workings of the Sheriff’s Department, but damn. That guy is out of control.”

      Austin patted him on the back again. “The job hasn’t always been peaches and cream, and I’m not sure whether to thank you or punch you for helping me keep it, but thanks.”

      Ridley’s face darkened slightly, his eyes narrowing. “Anna. That article. And with the news I gave you… how are you holding up?”

      Austin glanced awkwardly at Rachel. “Let’s not talk about me. I’ll be fine.”

      Rachel sounded pissed. “Rid told me about the article. I can’t believe she did that.”

      Austin didn’t want to talk about it, and he excused himself and wandered outside to the lawn when his phone vibrated with a text from Kendall. The earlier rain had given way to a day in the mid sixties with air so crisp and clean it made him think that places like New York City couldn’t possibly be on the same planet.

      The text read: Dexter Ackerly cut a deal. May need you to come back, but stay there for now. More soon.

      He was about to call her to offer to leave right after saying hi to Jimmy and Lucy, whose limo had just pulled up, when Kendall texted again.

      He’s giving us everything in exchange for leniency on assaulting an officer. Only problem: he doesn’t have much. Either this a-hole is the best liar I’ve ever seen, or he doesn’t know where his cousin is. I don’t think he knew he was a killer. Only interesting thing he said was that Ackerly started acting strange when his career as a comedian started going better, late seventies. He’d been trying all through high school but started getting booked in Seattle a little, opened for some guy I’d never heard of but who was a big deal back then. Anyway, kinda confirms my assessment. Some people lash out when people are mean to them, when things go badly. Others, it’s the opposite, when you're nice to them, when things go well, they become enraged.

      Austin paced the lawn, the happy chatter of guests filling the space between his thoughts. He trusted that Kendall was right about Dexter Ackerly, but that left him with a thought: why hadn’t Velma Wakefield turned up dead, and what would Ackerly do next?
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      A voice came over the speakers attached to the side of the Lodge. “Hello, everyone, and welcome to Jimmy and Lucy’s wedding! I’m Brian Donahue and I’ll be your MC for the night. For now, enjoy some drinks and welcome Jimmy and Lucy!” He paused for applause as the happy couple strolled arm-in-arm into the Lodge. Jimmy wore a blue suit and Lucy a simple but elegant wedding dress accented with subtle green trim.

      From the lawn, Austin watched through large picture windows as they did a lap around the Lodge, greeting guests and shaking hands.

      “Our first performer is running late,” the MC continued, “but please enjoy a taste of Lucy’s Irish heritage.”

      A few guests began to dance as the lively sounds of Irish folk music floated out from the Lodge and into the evening air. The upbeat fiddle melodies and driving bodhrán rhythms filled the party with a warm, festive energy that even had Austin tapping his foot.

      But he couldn’t get Ackerly out of his mind. Assuming Kendall’s psychological assessment was correct, something wasn’t sitting right. It was the fact that he’d taken Velma Wakefield in the first place.

      Ackerly’s first three victims were very different women, but all shared a few common traits. They were outgoing, friendly, and were more open to getting physical early in a relationship. More open to showing him the kind of affection that would make him lash out.

      Velma, on the other hand, was reclusive and, by her own admission, difficult to please and not much of a dater.

      If Ackerly killed women who slept with him, or were nice to him—who checked Yes—then Austin doubted Velma Wakefield would ever turn up dead. No, if she’d connected with him over the app, chances were that it was because of her love of comedy. Maybe that had been the thing that had gotten her to say yes to a date in the first place. But there was no way she’d try to get physical with him early on.

      So the question was, what would Ackerly do with a potential victim if he didn’t kill her?

      The thought was interrupted by the sight of Anna walking out of the Lodge and onto the patio that abutted the lawn, holding a glass of champagne. She wore a light green dress and a white scarf. Just as Jimmy had asked all the men to wear something blue, Lucy had asked all the women to wear something green.

      Austin looked away as she turned toward him. Then he immediately felt bad for doing so. There was no avoiding this.

      When he turned back, she was already halfway to him.

      “Hey,” she said.

      He made his face hard. “Hello.”

      He was about to make an attempt at small talk when the MC’s booming voice burst through the loudspeaker. “Let’s all welcome the happy couple to the dance floor for their first dance as husband and wife!”

      As the crowd cheered, the music slowed, transitioning into a gentle Irish waltz. The vocalist sang in a lilting tenor about love and devotion as the accordion played rolling chords underneath.

      From the lawn, Austin watched Lucy and Jimmy in each other’s arms, swaying to the music.

      Anna touched his arm. “I think I should come right out with it. You saw my note?”

      He nodded. “You looked through my papers? You printed things I wasn’t ready to…” It was no use. He didn’t want to cause a scene at the wedding and, the truth was, he felt more resigned than angry. He’d known enough reporters to know that he should have known better.

      “I should tell you,” Anna said, “I’m now the full-time Kitsap and King County stringer for The New York Times.”

      Austin grit his teeth.

      A stringer was a freelance contributor who wasn’t on the regular payroll of a news organization, but provided reporting on an ad hoc basis. Essentially an on-call backup for whenever a big story broke in the area. It was a huge deal for Anna. The job of her dreams. And the fact that she’d betrayed him to get the gig was a gut punch for Austin.

      He said nothing.

      “And I know you think I did the story just to advance my career and… well, maybe that was some of it.” She looked away, out at the water, and went quiet.

      The romantic waltz swelled with emotional dynamics, the tender instruments creating a sweet, melancholic atmosphere.

      Anna turned back to him. “But that wasn’t the whole thing. Really. I know you, Austin. You want to go back to New York. Find this Lopez guy, figure out what happened. Hold it all in yourself until you either solve the case like the damn genius you are, or get crushed by the weight of it.” She waited until he looked at her. “Life doesn’t have to be that way. You could get killed. Do you understand that?”

      He didn’t know what to say. She was right about him, but wrong about what she did. “Did it even occur to you that the article you ran would alert everyone involved in the murder, in the corruption, to destroy evidence, to batten down the hatches, to flee the country, to…” He shook his head. “Nevermind. There’s no point.”

      “No,” Anna agreed. “There’s not.” She sipped her champagne and smiled in the general direction of Ridley and Rachel, who either didn’t see her or pretended not to.

      The bittersweet melody created an enchanting mood, perfect for twirling blissfully in a lover's arms, as Lucy and Jimmy were doing.

      Or, Austin thought, for saying a final goodbye, which is what his conversation with Anna felt like.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      They stood there for a minute or two of thick, awkward silence between them, watching as dancers joined Lucy and Jimmy on the floor.

      Austin had never been so happy to feel his phone vibrate in his pocket. “I gotta take this,” he said as he walked away, not waiting for Anna to respond.

      On the other side of the lawn, away from the music, Austin answered. “What’s up?”

      “Dexter admitted to texting Wayne after our first interview.”  It was Kendall. “He went to the houseboat from the marina, and when Wayne wasn’t there, he warned him not to return home. Then he came out singing that damn sea shanty.”

      “Okay,” Austin said, “but I kind of figured all that.”

      “There’s more. He said that Wayne had dated the first victim, back in 1979. Didn’t know her name and I don’t think he even suspected that he’d killed her. But he confirmed that he dated a pretty girl who worked at the flower shop.”

      That caught Austin’s attention. “We’ve got him connected to all three victim’s now.”

      “Damn right, but where is the guy? As far as Dexter knows, he doesn’t have any good friends or any other safe places to stay. Also says he has no money. So we’ve got descriptions of him out to all the local hotels and are calling around.”

      “Good,” Austin said, taking a seat on a white bar chair at the very edge of the lawn. He was far enough away now that he could hear himself think, and no one would be able to listen in.

      “Hold on,” Kendall said. “I’m getting a series of texts from Samantha. She’s been searching through all the hotel records we could get voluntarily to see if they match any possible aliases for Ackerly or, if we’re lucky, if he was dumb enough to use his real name.”

      “Sure,” Austin said.

      Across the lawn and through the glass doors of the Lodge, Austin could see the dancing slow and hear the voice of the MC coming through the loudspeaker. “I’ve been asked by Jimmy to tell you a little about his family tradition of bringing a comedian to their wedding receptions.”

      Just then, Jimmy appeared on the stage and pushed his buddy out of the way playfully. “I’ll tell them. It all started back in 1952,” he said.

      “Austin?” Kendall asked, “you still there?”

      “I’m here.” Austin tuned Jimmy out and put his focus back on Kendall.

      “No luck so far,” she said, “but Samantha is on it. That woman is a beast at the keyboard. As much as I put this area down, the fact that someone like her went into law enforcement instead of becoming a hacker or some Seattle tech bro-ista... well, it gives me hope for our future.”

      Austin forced a chuckle. “So, what’s next?”

      “It all comes down to Ackerly. We know he’s our guy. We just need to figure out where he is.”

      “Enough, enough,” the MC said, pushing Jimmy playfully off the stage. “There was a last minute change to the programming, but the booking agency came through. Our original comedian got ill but, if you’re ready for some laughs, please welcome to the stage comedian extraordinaire, Dustin Griffin!”
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      Wayne Ackerly—or Dustin Griffin as he was being called—gazed out at the crowd, the smiling wedding guests awaiting his routine.

      “Hello, Poulsbo!” he began. “I am Dustin Griffin. I hope you’re all having a great time out there, and let me be one of the first to say many congratulations to the happy couple!”

      He paused for applause, trying to keep it cool, but he could feel the sweat washing away some of the bronzer he’d put on to change his appearance. He’d worn a comical, powder blue tuxedo top over black jeans—all he could find in his size at the Goodwill on a budget of forty bucks. He’d also donned glasses he didn’t need and combed his hair and gelled it after cutting it short in the hotel bathroom.

      “A wedding,” he continued, “what a hopeful event!" He paced the stage with the mic, beginning to relax. He was back in his element. "Two young lovers, ready to start their perfect life together. Makes you just want to smile and cry, doesn't it folks?"

      The guests chuckled politely. It wasn’t much, but it was better than heckling. He knew he was going down now, so he might as well get straight into his best material, see if he could get some real laughs before the end.

      "They say your wedding day goes by so fast. Not fast enough in my opinion! Better start drinking now because soon you’ll be praying for time to speed up during those endless toasts."

      There were a few awkward laughs. Bad, but not terrible.

      "If the bride throws the bouquet, I highly recommend avoiding catching it at all costs. Unless you want to be the next one dragged into the perils of matrimony!"

      One voice from the back yelled, “Who the hell is this guy?” But most of the audience continued drinking and ignoring him. He stopped in the middle of the stage, frowning sarcastically. “But let's think about what comes after this magical day. Those vows you just heard? They don't stand a chance." His tone shifted, smile vanishing. "That beautiful bride will lose her looks soon enough. And the doubtful groom will tire of her the minute she does. You can’t say matrimony without MOAN!"

      Confused murmurs rose from the tables. They seemed to be paying attention now.

      Ackerly continued. "And what about that eternal devotion? It will crumble, my friends, it always does. Passion fades, boredom sets in. Arguments, jealousy, resentment. They’ll move through the good days of their marriage swiftly, like a box of valentine chocolates. Their love will corrode like their teeth, and soon they’ll be left sick, fat, and miserable. One will blame the other for their depressing life. But you can’t blame an empty box of chocolates. Which is all you’ll be by that point—spent, useless, and guilt-tripping. Am I right?"

      The crowd shifted uneasily in their seats as Ackerly's words darkened. “So enjoy the champagne toasts while you can," he sneered. "Because this union, like all human bonds, is doomed. All beauty decays, all love dies. The only real truth in life..." His voice dropped. "Is pain."

      Something seemed to shift in the crowd. He heard a spattering of genuine laughter. He knew how to read a crowd and, while most of the older folks still looked aghast, the younger ones… what was it? They were laughing. Even a couple of the bros he’d seen at the hotel, who appeared to be too drunk to recognize him in his disguise. They were actually laughing.

      A young woman in the crowd stood up and called to someone in the back. “Jimmy, you sick bastard, this guy is disgustingly inappropriate. Well done!” She was smiling at a muscular man in a blue suit who, Ackerly figured, was the “Jimmy” from the wedding invitation.

      “More!” Someone shouted. “Let’s sink this ship!”

      He’d give them more. A lot more.

      He’d come here expecting to be caught, or killed.

      But now, for the first time in his life, their laughter and applause felt good, felt true. He didn’t need to sabotage himself this time.

      This was his moment, and he wanted it to go on. He didn’t know why they loved him, but they did, and he wanted it to last forever.
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      Austin continued chatting with Kendall as he wandered aimlessly across the lawn in the direction of the Lodge. Most of the guests had gathered inside now, some listening to the comedian while others sipped drinks at the bar or chatted amongst themselves.

      “Have you looked into shelters or homeless camps?” Austin asked. “If he’s broke, he may not have the money to flee, maybe not enough even for a hotel.”

      “Thought of that,” Kendall said, “I’m just driving back from one now, not far from the wedding, actually, but Velma Wakefield hasn’t turned up yet, and he wouldn’t have taken her with him. That’s why we were thinking of a hotel. Wait, hold on…”

      Kendall disappeared from the line and Austin listened to the comedian, an older gentleman with thick black glasses, a powder blue tuxedo jacket, and strangely gelled hair that looked like a style that belonged on the Ed Sullivan show rather than a modern wedding.

      "But hey, look at the bright side," the comedian was saying, with a strange chuckle. "Most marriages end in just plain old misery and hatred. But some get truly bloody! Like my buddy Gus. He got divorced after he caught his wife sleeping with his best man. Let's just say ol' Gus used the wedding knife set for something other than cutting cake."

      Not exactly wedding-appropriate humor, Austin thought, watching the crowd reaction. Many weren’t listening, but a few gasps mixed with uneasy titters came from the older folks, along with uproarious laughter from the younger crowd. He wasn’t sure if they were laughing at him or with him but Jimmy and Lucy seemed entertained, so Austin chalked it up to a generational thing.

      The comedian grinned a strange, almost wicked grin. "But hey, only one wedding has ever made me happy." His tone turned somber as the laughs died down. "My mother's wedding to the miserable drunk who made my life hell. Good old dad, who beat the shit out of me each and every day, may he rot in pain for eternity. And my mother, who laughed the whole time."

      Austin stared at the comedian.

      Even the young people seemed shocked now as silence fell over the crowd.

      Austin walked slowly across the lawn and toward the open doors that led into the Lodge. Forgetting his call, he stuffed his phone in his pocket.

      What the hell was going on, and why did this comedian seem familiar? He didn’t look familiar. It was the humor. Oh, God.

      The hair was different, the skin tone was different. But under those thick glasses Austin recognized the eyes of Wayne Ackerly.

      "There is no joy in this farce called life,” he was saying as Austin stopped in the doorway and stared. “No love, no hope, just endless misery until death takes us to oblivion. So toast to that, my friends!" He raised his glass in a mocking salute.

      Austin ran toward the stage and, before he even knew what he was doing, grabbed Ackerly’s arms, twisting them behind his back. Though he lacked handcuffs, Austin subdued the older man easily, pushing him down to his knees. Ackerly didn't struggle, seeming unsurprised that his twisted performance had led to his capture.

      The crowd gasped as Austin held the man in place. “It’s okay,” Austin said. “I’m with the police and—”

      “What the hell?” It was a drunken shout from a huge guy in a blue suit sitting right in front of the stage. “What are you doing? Bro was killing it.”

      The man stood, jumped on stage, and raised his fists toward Austin, who searched the crowd for Lucy or Jimmy. Jimmy was nowhere to be seen, but Lucy was in the front row, looking from Austin to Ackerly, apparently not comprehending what was going on.

      “Let go of the comedian, bro.” He was red-faced, his words sloppy, his breath tinged with sour liquor.

      “Lucy,” Austin shouted, “this is—”

      The guy struck Austin’s stomach with a meaty fist, knocking him to his knees and breaking his grip on Ackerly.

      “No,” Lucy shouted, “that’s Austin. What the hell is—”

      From his knees, Austin raised both hands defensively as the giant dude stood over him. From below the stage, Lucy tried to intervene, shouting words he couldn’t make out through the haze of pain.

      Suddenly, Ackerly was next to her, having jumped from the low stage to the front row.

      The giant guy’s attention shifted from Austin to Ackerly as the failed comedian pulled a small silver handgun from his waist and grabbed Lucy around her neck, dragging her back against the wall.
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      “Don’t!” Austin shouted as Ackerly backed out of the hall through an open door. “Don’t do this.”

      Lucy’s face had gone from surprised to terrified to hard as a rock, all in the thirty seconds that had elapsed. She eyed Austin and he could tell she wanted to fight back.

      He shook his head slowly.

      Lucy could take care of herself in a fight, but fists against guns were not odds he liked.

      “I’ll kill her,” Ackerly raved. He was shuffling backwards now across the lawn toward the water’s edge with the gun pressed against Lucy’s temple.

      “Lucy,” Austin said. “It’s okay.” He didn’t want her to make a sudden movement and risk getting shot in the head. In this situation, the best bet was to keep Ackerly talking. Though Austin didn’t have a weapon on him, he didn’t think Ackerly wanted to kill her.

      “I’m the only one who knows what really happened to her,” Ackerly said, still backing toward the water, his face sweaty and shaking. Dark orange bronzer trickled down his face and he moved his forearm to wipe his brow, taking the gun from Lucy’s temple in the process. Lucy tried to break free with a quick jolt but Ackerly clamped his forearm back down over her chest to secure her in place. He pointed the gun under her chin and slowly brought the barrel back up to her temple. The front of Lucy’s gown was now smeared with Ackerly’s sweaty bronzer, more dripping off his forehead and staining the lapel of his blue tuxedo jacket.

      “Tell me what you mean by what really happened to her,” Austin said. “What really happened to who? Do you mean Velma Wakefield? Where is she? Is she alright?”

      Ackerly shook his head. “No, not her. No one cares about her.” He was only about thirty yards from the water now and he cast a frantic look behind him, probably wondering what he was going to do. “Velma’s still alive, but she’ll die if you don’t find her soon. I don’t care about her anyway. I don’t care about Lucy, either. I found my audience. Did you hear that laughter? Did you hear me tonight—before you interrupted—I was brilliant. My show must go on! I only need Lucy long enough to get out of here. Let me out of here and I’ll call it in. I’ll call in Velma’s location.”

      Austin met eyes with Lucy. “That sounds fair, right Lucy?”

      She nodded.

      He didn’t have a plan, didn’t know what to do. He’d never been a hostage negotiator, but he knew that keep them talking was a good place to start. “Okay, Wayne. Let Lucy go and—” he pointed at a small boat sitting on the shore—“take that boat. We will let you go and when you get to a phone, call in Velma’s location.”

      “No!” Ackerly spat. “How stupid do you think I am?” He inched backwards down a gentle slope from the lawn to the shore and stopped next to the boat. “She’s coming with me.”

      “I can’t let you take her,” Austin said. He glanced behind him, wondering where the hell Jimmy was. The stunned guests were watching the scene in horror, some on their phones, calling 911, he assumed. But Jimmy was nowhere to be seen.

      Ackerly pressed the gun hard into Lucy’s head, causing her curly red hair to fall across her forehead and into her eyes. “You can’t stop me.”

      Austin heard a car pull into the driveway and glanced to the right. It was Kendall, tailed by a police cruiser.

      “Stay cool,” Austin said to Ackerly. “Just stay cool. The police are here but I’m not going to let them hurt you, but only if you don’t hurt Lucy. If she gets hurt they will have no choice but to end you. Got it?”

      Ackerly’s eyes darted from Austin to the parking lot, where Kendall had hopped out of the car and was jogging toward them, hands out wide at her sides so Ackerly could see she was not holding a weapon.

      “Kendall, stay cool,” Austin said as he stopped at her side. “Wayne here was telling us where Velma is. He was going to leave Lucy here on the shore and take that boat. And we are going to let him.”

      Ackerly shook his head furiously. “That’s not the deal.” He shoved Lucy into the little boat, gun aimed at her lower back.

      “What happened to Velma Wakefield?” Austin asked.

      Back to the water, Ackerly pulled the boat a yard or so, getting half of it into the calm waters of the bay. “No, not her. Nothing’s happened to Velma—yet.”

      “Who are you talking about?” Austin asked. “Is there another victim?”

      No answer as Ackerly got in behind Lucy, facing the shore. Gun still aimed at Lucy’s back, he reached an oar out and pushed off. The little boat drifted backwards. Ackerly rowed awkwardly with one oar, shifting it from one side of the boat to the other, causing the boat to lilt left, then right, then left, then right.

      “There’s nowhere he can go,” Austin said under his breath to Kendall. “We wait until he lands somewhere and have a sniper team—”

      He stopped mid sentence when Lucy turned suddenly and grabbed the oar.
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      The boat was maybe forty yards from shore now and Austin watched helplessly as Lucy grappled with Ackerly in the small rowboat. She threw a wild punch, connecting with the killer's jaw and causing him to loosen his grip. The boat rocked dangerously as they struggled, water splashing over the sides.

      The gun dropped from his hand onto the floor of the boat.

      Seeing her opening, Lucy elbowed the dazed man in the gut before scrambling for the weapon. But Ackerly recovered quickly, grabbing the oar and swinging it brutally at her head. She ducked just in time, the oar splintering against the side of the boat.

      Austin and Kendall scanned the water, desperately looking for another vessel, but they could only watch as Ackerly cornered Lucy at the rear of the listing boat.

      With an animal roar, he brought the oar down hard, connecting with her shoulder. Lucy cried out as she lost her balance, toppling over the side into the water.

      Ackerly dropped the oar, lunging for the gun by his feet.

      But the shifted weight caused the boat to lurch violently. He collapsed to his knees, grasping the side for support with one hand while clutching at the gun with the other.

      Lucy broke the surface, gasping and disoriented, but began swimming away from the boat.

      Kendall drew her guns and pointed it at Ackerly. Ackerly, apprised of his inferior position, quickly brought his gun to his own temple.

      “Damn,” Ackerly yelled towards the shore. He stood slowly as the boat rocked side to side. “I coulda’ had class. I coulda’ been a contendah. I coulda’ been somebody. Instead of a bum, which is what I am.” He spoke in a thick accent that even Austin recognized as Marlon Brando from On the Waterfront. “I guess this ain’t my night.”

      “Yes,” Austin said. “This is over now. Ackerly, put the gun down and we will bring you and the boat in.”

      “We have time for one more laugh, don’t we?” Ackerly said. “We do have time for one more laugh.” He answered his own question.

      “This is over,” Kendall called.

      “I know you,” Ackerly shouted, gun still pointed at his own head.

      “I don’t think you do,” Kendall said. “I live in L.A.”

      “You can take the girl outta Kitsap,” Ackerly spat, “but you can’t take Kitsap outta the girl. Isn’t that right, Kendall Shaw? You still have that unmistakable Pacific Northwest accent. I bet you still pledge allegiance to the fleg and put your groceries in a beg. You’re Daisy’s daughter. I’d know that deep dark hair and long legs anywhere. Beautiful.”

      “How does he know my name?” Kendall asked, glancing at Austin with an accusatory glare. “How does he know my mother?”

      Austin shrugged and shook his head. Kendall resumed her tactical position, gun trained at Ackerly’s vital anatomy.

      As the boat continued to drift, Lucy made it back to shore, met by an out of breath Jimmy, who’d appeared from wherever he’d been. And… what the hell was Jimmy wearing? A leprechaun costume, complete with a tall green hat?

      “Where the hell were you?” Austin could hear Lucy’s accusatory voice and the soft thumping of her hitting Jimmy repeatedly on the chest. “Why are you dressed like that?”

      “I’m sorry, baby. I’m sorry,” Jimmy pleaded. “I was changing. It was a surprise and… I didn’t know…”

      “How do you know my name?” Kendall shouted at Ackerly. “How do you know my mother?”

      "You still don't get it, do you? Your list of victims has been incomplete all along. There was another. My dear friend, the only woman who ever truly cared for me. I met her back in '89 when I returned to Bremerton, crashing with my cousin. She was married, but we became close, two tortured souls finding solace in each other’s pain. I’d never had a real friend before, not a woman one, anyway. Much less a stunning, kindhearted woman like Daisy.”

      Austin caught a look at Kendall, who was holding steady, gun trained at Ackerly. Her face had twisted at the name “Daisy” as it left his lips a second time.

      “Daisy saw my darkness but did not turn away. She was depressed, a dark one, like me.”

      “That’s enough,” Kendall screamed.

      “Then one night,” Ackerly continued, “she told me she was checking into an institution—said she needed to get healthy for her daughter Kendall’s sake. I’d even met you once or twice, though I doubt you’d remember me. I couldn’t bear the thought of losing Daisy. She was my best friend. Not for weeks in an institution and not for good if she ever got healthy. I pictured her coming out, happy and good and never wishing to speak with me again. I knew she wouldn’t ever really love me, but I couldn’t stand the thought of being without her. I didn’t carve her, but I drowned her and left her in the water like the others.”

      “That’s enough,” Kendall repeated, her voice now shaking.

      He smiled. “They called it a suicide. But I drowned her so she wouldn’t stop being my friend.”

      Austin inched sideways towards Kendall. Her look was like nothing he’d ever seen. It was as if shock, horror, and rage had been merged into one divine emotion and taken residence on Kendall’s face.

      Austin saw her finger move in front of the trigger.

      “Kendall, don’t,” he whispered. “We can… we can come up with something better.”

      Ackerly lost his footing and, steadying himself by lifting a foot onto one of the seats,  moved the gun from his temple and aimed it right at Kendall.
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      Then Austin heard it.

      Pop pop.

      The sound echoed across the water in rapid succession.

      Ackerly fell back.

      Kendall lowered her gun, the look of horror and pain still present on her face.

      She’d lived most of her life believing that her mother had committed suicide, drowned herself in Dyes Inlet only a mile from their home. And in the last minutes she’d learned the truth—her mother was planning to seek help for her depression. Instead, Wayne Ackerly had killed her.

      Without warning, Kendall fell to her knees and released a howl of pain Austin could feel, if not understand. Then she collapsed into the grass and began to sob uncontrollably as Austin raced to her side.

      Doubled over in the grass, Kendall took huge, heaving breaths between sobs. To Austin it sounded as though she was releasing years, maybe decades of pain.

      But within a couple minutes she stood, brushed herself off, and looked around the lawn, where officers were already stringing yellow police tape between trees to block off the area from the wedding attendees. She looked out at the shore, where Lucy was throwing Jimmy a rope as he swam alongside the little boat carrying Ackerly’s likely dead body, his leprechaun hat floating a few yards away.

      “Should I make a statement?” she asked. “I mean, I’ll need to make a statement, right?”

      “We both will,” Austin said.

      “There was absolutely no sense in us both getting wet Jimmy,” Lucy shouted at Jimmy. “I could have gotten the boat for us.”

      “No bride of mine is going to suffer the frigid waters twice on her wedding night,” Jimmy responded, “when I missed my first chance to rescue her.”

      When the boat hit the shore, Jimmy leaned in, to take Ackerly’s pulse. “He’s dead,” Jimmy announced. Without another glance at the body, they walked up the little slope and stood next to Austin and Kendall on the lawn.

      Before anyone could speak, a young officer Austin didn’t recognize hurried up from the parking lot. She addressed Lucy. “Was the potential third victim named Velma Wakehill?”

      “Wakefield,” Lucy corrected, pushing wet hair off her forehead.

      “Right, Wakefield. She’s been found. Little hotel. Cleaning crew found her tied up, mouth bound with duct tape. But otherwise unharmed.”

      Austin breathed a sigh of relief. Kendall smiled wider and more believably than he’d seen her smile since they’d met.

      “Plus,” the officer continued, “we found a man tied up in the trunk of an abandoned car, says he was supposed to be the comedian at this wedding. He’s at the hospital being treated for a minor head wound. Also in the trunk, a bloody hunting knife wrapped in an old t-shirt.”

      That knife, Austin assumed, would have blood on it matching Karen Sturgis, Sandra Seville and, possibly, Miriam McKenzie.

      Ridley and Rachel ducked under the police tape and joined them. As Austin turned toward them, he caught a glimpse of Anna standing on the other side of the barrier, notebook and cellphone out. She looked concerned, but also interested in the story. He wondered whether she’d gotten pictures of the whole thing. In fact, she’d probably recorded the whole incident on video.

      As Ridley pulled Lucy in for a long, silent hug, Austin thought about Anna. He should have known that a relationship between a reporter and a detective would never work out, but when they’d met he hadn’t been a detective. He’d convinced himself he could leave it behind, run his little café, general store, and bait shop, and move on with his life. But he hadn’t moved on from anything. Not from the job, and not from Fiona either. Even though he’d been reluctant to join Ridley at first, the truth was it hadn’t been that hard to pull him back into the job. This is what he loved and this is what he was made to do.

      And Anna was the same. She needed reporting, needed to get the scoop, just as badly as he needed to solve cases. It went beyond professional responsibility and into a deeper need. Quite possibly it was an addiction for both of them. Anna hadn’t just sold him out for a job, he decided, she’d sold him out because she couldn’t help it, and, maybe, because she thought it was the right thing to do.

      Austin sighed. It didn’t matter anyway. There was no coming back to the relationship. Maybe he’d find a way to forgive her at some point, but they were done. Their relationship was over.

      Lucy pulled away from Ridley’s bear hug reluctantly, “You want this job back, Rid?”

      Ridley laughed. “Helllllllll no. I’d rather pose for a hundred photo ops, kiss a thousand babies, and eat a million plates of lukewarm chicken at Rotary Club luncheons than come back to this job.”

      Lucy sat on the grass cross-legged, still wearing her sopping wet wedding dress tinged with green, and let her head fall back. “Fine, but when you’re governor can you at least get us more funding? We could use another Kendall or two on our team.”

      Kendall sat next to her. “There are no other Kendalls,” she said. “I’m one of a kind.”

      Austin smiled and sat next to Kendall on the grass. He’d once heard his café manager Andy singing a hip-hop song about getting your swagger back after a breakup. As much as Kendall’s swagger had annoyed him at first, he’d come to tolerate it. More than that, actually. As long as it was backed up with good work, he was beginning to enjoy it.

      “We’ll see,” Ridley said. “Tell you what, though, one thing you won’t need is marksmen training for this one.” He jabbed a thumb in Kendall’s direction. “What was that, eighty yards? Dude was on a wobbly boat and you dropped him.”

      For the first time, Kendall looked unsure of herself. “He was going to fire, right? Did anyone else see that?”

      Austin nodded. “Damn right he was. Firearm moved from his head onto you.” He took her shoulders and looked into her eyes, which were still wet with tears, but didn't show the same uncertainty he’d seen there before. “You did the right thing. And I have a feeling someone behind us may have gotten it all on her cellphone camera.”

      Kendall glanced at Anna. “Will you ask her to send it to the review board?”

      Austin nodded. “We’ll have her send whatever she got.”

      They sat in silence for a long time, no one quite knowing what to say.

      Finally, Lucy smiled at Jimmy. “I told you it was a terrible idea to have a comedian at a wedding.”

      Jimmy smiled back. “If you think that was bad, you should have seen the rapping leprechaun sketch me and my buddies were gonna do.”
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      Two days later

      Austin tossed on a jacket and headed out the back door of his apartment, crossing the one road through town and slipping in the unlocked door of the West Sound Community Church. The entrance led into a small storage room, which opened into a kitchenette.

      Holding his breath, Austin made his way into the nave, an area about six-hundred square feet, with ten rows of seating. He sat on a wooden pew in the back row and closed his eyes, though all the lights in the place were off. Finally releasing his breath, he inhaled deeply.

      Usually, his synesthesia led tastes and words and feelings to cross wires. But from the first time he’d visited this church, something in the smell brought Fiona back.

      But this morning, that feeling was gone. Fiona was gone.

      In the last forty-eight hours he’d gone over all the papers Ridley had given him and made six calls to Sean and Claire, begging for more information. He’d gotten nowhere.

      He’d also made calls to his old colleagues in New York. Either no one knew anything about Lopez, or no one was willing to talk. From what he could tell, Anna’s article had made a minor splash, but hadn’t broken the case wide open like she’d predicted.

      All he knew was that Fiona had been sneaking around with an FBI agent named Jorge Lopez and that the peace he’d once felt in this church was gone.

      “Haven’t seen you in a bit, New York.” Pastor Johnson had appeared behind him, having come through a side door.

      Austin turned. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Still haven’t seen you here on a Sunday during regular hours.”

      Austin nodded. “I know. Like I told you, I’m not much of a joiner these days. This feels right. That wouldn’t.”

      “Fire away,” the Pastor said, sitting next to him.

      “Once when I was thirteen two of my friends wanted to borrow my mom’s car and take it for a ride. She was at work but my dad had driven her, so my friends and I were alone and her keys were on the hook. They were fourteen and said they’d been learning to drive. I said no once, twice, three times, but deep down I knew I was going to let them take it. And that I was going to go. Even though I knew it was wrong.” Austin paused. “Nevermind.”

      “No, no, continue. I didn’t hear a question in the words, but I think I hear one in your tone, son.”

      “Well, we took the car out and my friend almost hit a mom pushing a stroller.” He grimaced at the memory. “But we made it back in one piece. No one ended up getting hurt. That stuck with me.”

      “And?” Pastor Johnson asked.

      “What’s that called: when you know for sure you shouldn’t do something and also know for sure that you’re going to do it? It’s like I had to object to them taking the car for a joyride to assuage my guilt, but it was all BS.”

      Pastor Johnson stood. “That’s called God offering you a choice between right and wrong, Mr. Austin. Eventually, as we grow, more often than not, we make the right ones. And I have a feeling you’re not thinking about taking a car for a joyride.”

      He wasn’t. Ever since he’d seen the photos of Jorge Lopez and Fiona, the receipts, the letters, all he’d wanted to do was the one thing he knew he shouldn’t do.

      “I think you know what the right thing to do is,” Pastor Johnson said. “That memory of that joyride with your friends, God gave you that so you’d have the option of doing the right thing now. That was a test you failed. Then, you were still a kid. The question is, what will you do now?”

      Austin thought for a long time as Pastor Johnson went about his business packing lunches for a beach cleanup crew in the little kitchen.

      He was pretty sure he was about to fail another test.
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        * * *

      

      “Yeah, yeah, so that’ll come tomorrow?” Austin asked. “Good. I won’t be here, but the restaurant manager Andy will sign for the order, okay? Good, thank you.” He hung up the phone and turned to Andy, who was working a row of twelve of their bananas foster pancakes on the grill. “Got it?” Austin asked.

      “Yup,” Andy said, flipping over a pancake. “Nine o’clock delivery tomorrow.”

      “You sure you can handle things here for a bit?”

      Andy glanced through the opening on the wall, which looked out into the small dining room. Besides one six-top and Mr. And Mrs. McGuillicutty sipping coffee in the corner, the place was empty. “Summer’s over, the place is slowing down a bit. Long as not too many people call out on me, I got this.”

      “I’ll have the payroll folks add your raise starting retroactively last week. You’ve been holding this place together, and I appreciate it.”

      Andy smiled. “You know I’m gonna add like six new menu items while you’re gone, right? Maybe start selling the custom t-shirts I make?”

      Austin took a look around the kitchen. It felt strangely empty and cold despite Andy’s smiling face and the warm scents of brown sugar and butter and bananas. “Fine,” he said.

      “You okay, man?” Andy asked. “I mean, I just told you I was gonna change up your menu and you… you don’t seem right.”

      Austin had only been half listening. He’d poured everything into this café, sweated over each and every menu item, tested every recipe a hundred times. But Andy was right. Now he didn’t care.

      He patted Andy on the back. “I trust you.” And with that he walked out.
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        * * *

      

      Austin threw the frisbee as far as he could and looked at his phone, which had vibrated with a text from Anna. He took a deep breath, then read it.

      I know you can’t forgive me, and I’m not sorry about what I did. But I hope someday you will understand. I really do care about you and I hope you know that.

      I know what you’re thinking about doing, and I hope you’ll listen to me now: Don’t.

      Even if you never speak with me again, I don’t want to turn on the news and hear about a dead former NYPD detective and an orphaned corgi named Run.

      He wanted to delete it and block her number, but he couldn’t. He hated loose ends, hated to leave any call unreturned, any message unresponded to, any case unsolved. He looked across the sound. In the distance, the evergreen forests on the shore of Whidbey Island made it look like an emerald in the late morning sun.

      Run returned and fell onto the sand, holding her frisbee between her teeth as she rested. She’d exhausted herself with fifty or so sprints down the beach in pursuit of her frisbee over the last hour, and it was time for a break.

      He tapped out a few longer messages to Anna before deleting them and going with something simpler: Maybe I will understand someday. But not yet.

      As he sent it, he heard a voice behind him.

      “Gotta say, for a rinky-dink little beach town, Hansville isn’t half bad.” It was Kendall and her cardigan corgi, Ralph, who’d entered the beach at a full sprint, diving into the sand next to Run as though they were old friends or long-lost relatives. After a moment of curious sniffing, the two corgis erupted into play, Ralph nipping at Run’s heels as she spun and jumped to evade him. Their little legs carried them swiftly across the beach, kicking up sand in their wake as they chased and wrestled with delight. Run seemed thrilled to have a new companion and Ralph, Austin assumed, had never seen so much open beach with so few people.

      They seemed to be fast friends.

      “Black, right?” Kendall asked, holding out a coffee cup. “Hansville’s finest.”

      “Thanks,” Austin said, taking the paper cup he recognized as one from his store.

      She sat next to him on the log, dressed in her usual: jeans and a leather jacket. “Well, the beaches in L.A. are warmer, the people are better looking, and the waves are better for surfing…”

      “But…?” Austin said.

      “But what? That was it.”

      Austin chuckled. “C’mon, you know you love it here.”

      “I’ll say this: the beaches are a lot less crowded, and the real estate is cheaper.”

      For a few minutes they watched the dogs. Run, having found her second wind, was far down the beach. She appeared to be giving Ralph a guided tour.

      “Well,” Kendall said, “I guess you didn’t fall in love with me. But Ralph might be falling in love with Run.”

      Austin laughed, then grew serious. “How are you, really?”

      “Been better, but I’ve also been worse. I should tell you, that friend of yours—or is she your girlfriend?—Anna…”

      “At this point, she’s neither,” Austin said. He hadn’t told Kendall about the article, and he wasn’t in the mood to explain.

      “Anyway,” Kendall continued. “She sent the video she took to the review board. Between that and Lucy’s testimony and yours, I’m good.”

      “Finding of justifiable force?” Austin asked.

      She nodded.

      “Good. I mean I’m not surprised. That one was open and shut, but… well, does that mean you’re gonna stay on with the department?”

      Kendall watched Ralph and Run, who seemed to have gotten most of their aggressive playing out of their system and were now strolling down the beach together, sniffing crab shells and barnacles that clung to little rocks that dotted the beach.

      “I’m staying,” Kendall said. “Daniels, our fearless leader—went to rehab yesterday. Apparently his political team thought it was the only way to save his poll numbers, which sank like a rock when the DUI got out. He took back our firings.”

      Austin said, “I’m glad to hear that. I wouldn’t mind working with you again.”

      “But you won’t be, at least for a while, right? How long will you be gone?”

      Austin handed her a set of keys to his apartment. “I appreciate you agreeing to watch Run for me.”

      “Sure thing, and I appreciate you letting me stay at your place. I’m barely moved into my apartment and, well, I could use a few days at the beach before I unpack my life here. Ralph seems to love the beach, and Run, too.” After a pause, she continued. “You know, Stacy Holmes said something to me when I was up in her attic. Something about having something in your life that sticks with you so long, something you base all your decisions on. Then one day you realize it didn’t mean what you thought, that you had it all wrong. And then you’re like, what the hell have I been doing? What is my life now?”

      Austin knew she was talking about her mom, that she’d been planning to seek help for her depression, that she hadn’t taken her own life. Austin was feeling something similar, although the foundation-shattering news he’d gotten about Fiona was of a very different variety. “I hear you,” was all he said.

      “Anyway,” Kendall continued. “You didn’t answer my question. I have a week of paid leave because of the shooting.”

      Austin said, “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      “You still didn’t answer my question.”

      He looked at her, then out at the water. “I’m not sure how long this’ll take, or even what I’m doing.”

      Her look told him she was thinking about asking for details, but decided against it. “Well, when’s your return flight?”

      Austin stood, shoving his hands in his pockets and bracing himself against a chilly wind. “My ticket is one way.”
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      The next day

      Manhattan Beach, Brooklyn, New York

      Austin peered through the misty glass at the warm light glowing from inside the home. He’d parked the rental car down the street from Jorge Lopez's quaint Brooklyn home, a two-story brick box that was indistinguishable from the other residences lining the street.

      The man was likely sitting comfortably inside, maybe watching a football game or a movie, oblivious to the storm that had been brewing in Austin's mind.

      He rolled down the window when it got too foggy to see through. The smells of wet asphalt and damp leaves filled the car, mingling with the stale scent of Austin's sweat.

      He’d been sitting here for four hours. A dozen times he’d decided to bang on the door and confront Lopez. A dozen more he’d decided to get back on a plane to Seattle and never come back to New York.

      And still, he sat.

      He watched the muted flickering of televisions in living rooms up and down the block. On one stoop, an unlit jack-o-lantern grinned, soon to be joined by other festive decorations, no doubt.

      His emotions were everywhere. Sadness, confusion, hurt. But mostly it was red hot anger coursing through Austin's veins, his imagination tormenting him with images of betrayal as he envisioned Jorge and Fiona laughing together, scheming behind his back.

      On the plane ride, a worse thought than all the others had sunk into his heart. Maybe it was even worse than an affair. Maybe Jorge had Fiona killed to cover up the affair. Austin had seen it a dozen times. An affair goes bad, one of the lovers threatens to tell a spouse or, in the case of public figures, the media. And the results are deadly.

      Either way, he had to know the truth, had to hear it from Jorge's mouth.

      But what then? Austin had no plan, no idea what would happen once they stood face to face. His hands shook with emotion, knuckles white on the steering wheel. He fantasized about violence, but knew he wouldn't, couldn't, act on those impulses. All he could do was sit, stewing in confusion and hurt as the rain picked up tempo, beating on the metal roof like a team of horses trampling him beneath their hooves.

      He finished the last of his cold coffee. That and a bag of peanuts from the gas station was all he’d had to eat that day.

      A light turned on in the living room of the Lopez house and a figure passed before the window. A blur of brown hair. A man moving through, stout and not especially tall. He couldn’t be sure, but he thought it was Jorge.

      Then something clicked inside him.

      He didn’t know what or why, but he found himself walking through the rain toward the front porch. Then he heard a series of deep thuds on the door and found that it was his own fist doing the banging. It was like he was somewhere else, only barely observing what was happening, what he was doing.

      The door opened. The man looked confused. “Can I help you?” Jorge’s voice was kind and pleasant, if a little confused.

      Austin said nothing.

      Jorge was at least half a foot shorter than Austin, stout, with a pleasant round face and a goatee that seemed from a different era. He wore thin, wire-frame glasses that gave him a studious, almost academic look.

      A woman ’s voice came from the kitchen. “Honey, who’s at the door?” A taller woman with long brown hair stood next to him, a toddler gripping her leg and hiding shyly behind it.

      Jorge edged in front of her, a concerned look growing on his face. “I recognize you from somewhere. Who are you?” he demanded. “And why are you at my door?” His hand dropped to his side.

      Austin knew that movement.

      He was armed.

      “Austin,” he heard himself say. “Thomas Austin.” He coughed as the words caught in his throat, the taste of white drying his mouth and making it difficult to speak.

      The man’s hand stopped moving. His mouth dropped open.

      They stared a long time, neither speaking.

      It was the woman who spoke next. “Fiona’s husband? Oh, my God. I’m Maria, and you have to come in.”
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      The house was immaculately clean, the walls covered in photos of smiling children, hand-stitched quotes from the Bible, and a large metal cross.

      Maria led them to a round table in the kitchen and, when she noticed Austin staring at the cross, said, “It’s an antique. From a Church in Columbia, where I’m from.”

      The three sat and shared a disarming silence.

      “Is that where you’re from, too?” Austin asked Jorge at last. It felt absurd to be making small talk, but then again Austin hadn’t considered the presence of Jorge’s wife and child. In his mind, he’d played out a hundred scenes, but all had involved a one-on-one scenario.

      “Me? Born and raised in Brooklyn,” Jorge said. “Grandparents are from Mexico.”

      Austin nodded, head spinning. “How did you know Fiona?” he asked Maria. “What did you know?”

      Maria looked at Jorge, who gave her an odd look. Then he let out a long sigh, as though releasing years of pent up worry and frustration. “I didn’t know whether to call you after what happened. I wasn’t allowed to, but I picked up the phone to call you a hundred times.”

      Austin looked up. “You were meeting Fiona in secret for weeks, months. You had a trip planned with her.”

      Jorge frowned. “Your PIs, they somehow got into one of my old email accounts about two weeks ago. I got a notification, but it was too late. One reason I never called you was that I didn’t think you’d ever find out. I thought it might give you a better life if you didn’t know.”

      Austin felt his anger rise. He kicked back his chair and stood. “That you were having an affair with Fiona?”

      Jorge’s eyes went wide. “Whoa. Whoa. Whoa! Cool your jets, man.”

      “They weren’t having an affair,” Maria interjected. “They were working together on a drug case so big it would make El Chapo Blush.”
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        * * *

      

      It took over an hour for Jorge and Maria to explain. And it took another hour of going back over the story for Austin to believe them.

      But, in the end, he did.

      In her role as assistant district attorney, Fiona had been working with Jorge Lopez, then an undercover FBI agent who’d infiltrated a New York drug gang using the name Señor Brick. Together, Jorge and Fiona were part of a small, secret task force created by the New York City mayor himself. Their goal was to bring down the Namgung crime family and any elements of the NYPD, FBI, or other law enforcement agencies that had been bought off by the powerful drug smugglers.

      Jorge had been leading the case within the FBI, Fiona had been consulting to ensure that every step of the case would be prosecutable in New York City when the time came. They’d met in secret dozens of times: at hotels, at restaurants, in parks. Sometimes, other members of the task force had been there. Sometimes they’d been alone.

      They hadn’t told Austin or Maria because it was absolutely top secret. They were only weeks away from a series of arrests when Fiona was killed. At the same time, another undercover agent who’d infiltrated the Namgungs had been killed, though this had never gotten out in the press. Those two murders had set the case back to square one.

      The only reason Maria knew about Fiona was that she’d caught them once when Jorge had accidentally charged a hotel room to their shared credit card, rather than his FBI credit card. She’d met Fiona and had the whole thing explained to her because they had no choice but to bring her in at that point.

      The fake letters Jorge had sent to Fiona were part of an effort to cover their tracks. They knew they could be discovered by the gangs they were trying to bring down, so they left breadcrumbs that would make it appear as though they were having an affair. If discovered, that might throw their adversaries off the scent of the investigation. In the end, it hadn’t worked.

      After Fiona’s death, Jorge had received a series of mysterious transfers and demotions. He eventually decided that the corrupt elements of the city had won, so he retired from the FBI to run a restaurant, which is what he’d been doing ever since.

      Austin sipped the coffee Maria had offered him, which was strong and thick and served in a little ceramic cup. “Where does the case stand now?” he asked.

      Jorge pushed his cup back and forth on the table slowly. “Nowhere. Maria said it was a drug case that would have made El Chapo blush. That’s true. But it also would have been the biggest corruption case in the history of the FBI and NYPD.” He shook his head. “It got buried. They knew the case was dead and I didn’t have anything strong, which is probably why they let me live.”

      Austin said, “For weeks I’ve had four names in my head. Christopher Palini, Jackson Baker, Gretchen Voohrees, and you. Those were the names that came up as anomalous when my tech friend ran them through her algorithm.”

      Austin could see Jorge’s eyes light up like a kid on Christmas. “That’s a smart friend, or a good algorithm. Palini is high up. Bureau Chief of Organized Crime Control. He uses his position to control investigations into the Namgung crime family and steer cops away from their major operations. He also locks up a lot of other crooks, partially to keep his job and partially to make things easier on the Namgungs. In exchange, he lives lavishly on the cartel's bribes and kickbacks. Baker’s an NYPD sergeant, does Palini's dirty work—intimidating witnesses, destroying evidence, and sometimes outright murdering those who threaten to expose the conspiracy. Voohrees is an FBI analyst, blackmailed into manipulating data to hide the scope of the Namgung's crimes. And me, well, you know about me.”

      Austin sipped his coffee. “Who runs it, who’s the real boss? Is there someone higher up in the NYPD, or the FBI, or is it someone from the Namgungs?”

      “I wish I knew,” Jorge said.

      “Would any of those three have the juice to order Fiona’s murder?”

      Jorge shook his head. “I don’t think so. The long and the short of it is that we had those three and some other low-level people. We wanted to arrest them and get them to flip on whoever was really running things. But we never got the chance.”

      “And you don’t know who actually pulled the trigger, do you?”

      Jorge shook his head.

      The refrigerator hummed quietly as Austin’s unanswered question hung in the air. The kitchen smelled of cumin and cilantro, probably the scents of a dinner the family had enjoyed while Austin was stewing in the car.

      “So,” Maria said, standing. “You came all this way because you thought they were having an affair?”

      Austin nodded.

      “And what are you going to do now?”

      Austin finished his coffee, the thick liquid bitter on his tongue. He didn’t reply, but he knew exactly what he was going to do.

      He was going to stay in New York. He was going to press Jorge Lopez for every piece of information he had. He was going to call in every favor he was owed by every person in New York City.

      He was going to dig. He was going to claw. He was going to hunt.

      And he wasn’t going home until every single person who’d been involved in Fiona’s murder had been brought to their knees.

      
        
        –The End–

      

        

      
        Thanks for reading! If you’ve made it this far, I think you know where the series is headed next, and you’re not going to want to miss Book 7: The Nightmare at Manhattan Beach.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Thomas Austin and I have three things in common. First, we both live in a small beach town not far from Seattle. Second, we both like to cook. And third, we both spend more time than we should talking to our corgis.

      

      If you enjoyed The Drowning at Dyes Inlet, I encourage you to check out the whole series of Thomas Austin novels online. Each book can be read as a standalone, although relationships and situations develop from book to book, so they will be more enjoyable if read in order.

      

      In the digital world, authors rely more than ever on mysterious algorithms to spread the word about our books. One thing I know for sure is that ratings and reviews help. So, if you’d take the time to offer a quick rating of this book, I’d be very grateful.

      

      If you enjoy pictures of corgis, the beautiful Pacific Northwest beaches, or the famous Point No Point lighthouse, consider joining my VIP Readers Club. When you join, you’ll receive no spam and you’ll be the first to hear about free and discounted eBooks, author events, and new releases.

      

      Thanks for reading!
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      D.D. Black is the author of the Thomas Austin Crime Thrillers and other Pacific Northwest crime novels that are on their way. When he's not writing, he can be found strolling the beaches of the Pacific Northwest, cooking dinner for his wife and son, or throwing a ball for his corgi over and over and over. Find out more art ddblackauthor.com, or on the sites below.
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