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Dedication

This book is dedicated to those few loyal readers who make this all worthwhile. Thank you.

I’ll also dedicate this to my dad, who passed away at age 95 in 2026. He was a man deeply-rooted in logic. He enjoyed movies that were silly and fun, but when it came to books, nothing could beat an instruction manual. Fiction didn’t hold his attention and perhaps this was because it often lacked an index and a list of cited sources. 

So when he said he’d read a book of mine, it was reasonable to assume it was to be supportive. And yet... he not only read my books he enjoyed them. He appreciated the humour, so it’s disappointing he passed before he could read this one.

Special thanks to Kelly Grayson, a long-time and dear friend of mine in Tennessee, for reviewing certain scenes for Southern accuracy. Her generosity, humour, charm, warmth, and humility are second to none. And now that I’m reading that, I’m fairly sure none of that last sentence was there before I sent it to her for review.

Thanks to BJ Frazier, my beta reader, who was supportive (as always) and a wonderful help. I don’t know how, but she always manages to find dozens of errors after I’ve run the story through spellcheck, grammar-check, and then personally re-read it about 5-6 more times. 

Prologue

Relax, you have the right book.

I realize that’s a strange thing to write, but it’s important to mention because chances are you bought it expecting a mystery with a prominent romantic comedy established within it.

I want to assure you that you will, indeed, get the romantic comedy with this mystery, even though this particular romantic comedy doesn’t open at all like a typical romantic comedy.

The typical rom-com will show Person A in his/her natural habitat – home, office, garage, in a vehicle – so we can see how his/her life is more or less functional but he’s/she’s clearly mired in a situation that leaves him/her, at best, unfulfilled. Somewhere else in a contrasting ecosystem, we meet Person B who is living a completely different life, yet his/her day ends similarly to Person A’s... he’s/she’s unfulfilled. Something is missing, but alas, what could it be? he/she wonders.

The typical rom-com proceeds to have the two people meet, make an unfortunate first impression to one another, and both Person A and Person B have at least one trusted friend or colleague who cautions them against the other. But through a series of comedic mishaps and misunderstandings, they fall in love, engage in some banter, some sort of montage occurs, and at some later point people start talking about white picket fences.

To those who crave a relationship origin story, I have some good news. It’s in here and you won’t be disappointed because it’s unlike any origin story you’ve ever read. Seriously. 

For those looking for the typical boy-meets-girl story, perhaps it would be worth stating this is a girl-meets-girl story. If that makes you gasp in horror then you shouldn’t be reading fiction at all and should perhaps browse the self-help section of your local bookstore and reflect on the state of your life.

If you want to truly enjoy this unusual style of romantic comedy, here’s my suggestion: pretend the typical rom-com already happened off-screen. The movie ended with the loving couple standing together in lighting worthy of an award. They embrace. They kiss. The screen fades to black. A helpful “The End” message appears in case anyone still hadn’t put it together themselves that it’s over. The credits roll while a cherry pop song plays. 

Done.

In my view, the story (and best comedy) occurs after “The End” appears on the screen, the empty popcorn bowl is taken to the kitchen, and the race to the hallway bathroom is already been won and lost.

Sharing a life with someone is an enormous undertaking. You adapt to who they are, how they live their life, what they need to grow, what they need to heal, and how vulnerable you’re willing to be when someone you love sees you doing something appalling, such as eating a cruller over the sink at three in the morning. 

It can be difficult. It can be beautiful. It can also be comedic gold. And that, dear reader, is the vein we will be mining together in this book. 

And that is where we’ll begin.

Well, okay, we’ll pick up there, after we get those pesky murders out of the way.

Friday
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Neither of the neurologists were aware that they had fewer than five minutes left to live. Unaware of their fate, they spent part of their remaining time busying themselves with the preparations for surgery. 

Located in the busy commercial hub of Bellingham’s downtown core, this particular medical facility was populated with dentists, family doctors, optometrists, and other health-related services. The building itself was a one-level structure, with a maintenance room serving as the only section which had a second floor.

It was only a maintenance room in an official sense. Unofficially, it was home to a private surgical space where experimental surgeries were performed in the hopes of significant breakthroughs in the field of neurosciences. 

Late afternoon sunlight filtered through the skylight, providing illumination beyond the cold fluorescent lights, ubiquitous to workplaces. As they chatted about their weekend plans (which they wouldn’t live to see), they arranged their surgical instruments (which they wouldn’t get to use) and personally tested the monitoring equipment (you’ve already seen where this is going). Their employer had insisted upon absolute secrecy and was of the mind that the fewer people who were involved in the experiments, the better. So there were no assistants, nurses, or anyone else to aid them.

These two doctors had been hand-picked for their loyalty and reliability and they would take their secrets to their graves, even if that happened to be in next three minutes.

The patient had been brought in moments earlier and was buckled to the table with leather restraints. She was masked from head to toe in an opaque suit with no skin visible. A dark, narrow translucent visor covered her eyes. Her head was bound in a harness to keep her immobile for the delicate surgery, as the slightest unplanned movement could result in a disastrous failure.

The first surgeon glanced toward the skylight. “The sun’s almost passed.” He then double-checked the nitrous line. “The gas is ready to go.”

“Good.” The second surgeon remained focused on filling a syringe with the precise amount of fluid. “Give it to her now and when she’s under, I’ll administer the injections. Then we can cut open her head covering and begin.”

The first surgeon nodded and moved the nasal mask toward the patient’s face. That was the last detail where all of the evidence reviewed the next day by investigators aligned. From that point forward, however, there were conflicting theories as to what took place.

Based on footage retrieved from the soundless video camera in the operating room, what happened next occurred in the following order. 

The first surgeon dropped the nasal mask and could be seen untying the straps which secured the patient’s arms and then began loosening her head restraints. His mouth appeared to be shouting in a wild and frantic way, and the expression on his face was fear or even terror.

The second surgeon went from preparing the syringe to dropping it and then lunging toward the straps which were securing the patient’s legs and undoing them. His motions were jerky and panicked, and contrary to the calm and careful actions he had been busy with only a heartbeat prior. He also appeared to be shouting something and his body language suggested he was in considerable distress. 

Both men appeared to be pleading with someone (or something) not seen on screen, but their wide eyes were affixed to it nevertheless. Nothing appeared to be of any threat to them; they seemed to be reacting to an empty space.

At that moment, the video showed a security guard bursting into the room, his weapon drawn. He appeared to be yelling commands toward that same empty space. With no visible cause or reason, the guard fell backwards to the floor, convulsing, and gripping his forehead in agony.

He lost consciousness within seconds of the two surgeons going limp. 

There were now three bodies on the floor, all violently attacked, yet with no visible assailant.

After a few seconds of unsettling stillness, the patient was seen to sit up, swing her body around to the edge of the operating table until her legs dangled, and then hop down to the floor. She then stepped over the bodies in casual, deliberate steps, and strolled out of the room.

Despite the lack of any visible reasons as to why things took place as they appeared, the video evidence was very clear about the actions during those horrific final moments. The audio recording made by the doctors on a Dictaphone of those same moments, however, suggested a contrasting and contradictory scene played out instead. 

In the audio, the doctors went from casually talking about administering the pre-surgery anesthesia to panicked outbursts and then screaming. One doctor mentioned being attacked with a machete, the other surgeon warned of a baseball bat, yet neither object could be seen in the video. The door could be heard to burst open and a third voice, the security guard’s, yell “let them go” and “put the axe down” before making an “oof” sound and falling backward to the floor. Then, all the movement and screaming had stopped and there was silence. An eerie, chilling silence, which was followed by the feint yet audible sound of someone shuffling around and then walking away.

When the investigating team played the audio and video together and synchronized them, nothing made sense. The doctors were shouting about the patient attacking them, yet she remained motionless on the table as they busied themselves with undoing her restraints. The guard was demanding she drop a weapon she wasn’t holding. Three different weapons were described, but none were present on screen.

According to a brief statement provided hours later by the guard, he heard screaming, had burst into the room, saw the patient attacking the doctors with an axe, ordered her to drop it, and then stated that she threw the axe at him. The last thing he remembered was the blunt side of the axe head hitting him just above the bridge of his nose which knocked him out before he could fire his weapon. He was unable to explain why he had no bruising or any other injuries at the alleged point of impact.

No further statements or interviews with the guard were allowed once the company’s lawyers arrived. What was known for certain was that there were two dead doctors and a wounded guard in the wake of whatever had just transpired. Less than two hours later at another facility, another doctor was killed and two other staff members were injured. 

And the killer was just getting started. But that’s for later.

In fairness, you were warned this wouldn’t open typically. The romantic comedy begins in earnest now, the Monday following the deaths of the two doctors.



Monday
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Abby Lunay was a twenty-eight-year-old private detective with pale skin and a resting expression that made her appear as though she was in a constant state of wondering how she got to wherever it was she happened to be. The term wind-swept could be used with accuracy to describe her blonde hair, but only if the wind was from a category three hurricane. Tousled is another realistic term to describe it, as long as it’s understood it had been tousled by the shock wave of a thirty-kiloton explosion. She wore a black t-shirt and leather jacket along with dark-red jeans.

After a childhood in and out of mental health facilities and then, more recently, leaving a life of crime, Abby was determined to make something positive of her life. She was intrigued when she’d overheard someone use the term honest living in conversation and she decided to try it as a learning experience; so far, so good.

Abby, in her capacity as a private detective, had been known to solve some particularly complicated cases based on her never dismissing an idea just because it couldn’t possibly be true. Sometimes her cases were solved solely on a hunch she’d had that was often coupled with some creative ideas which would make some people wonder if she’d perhaps considering some out-patient counselling, and as soon as possible.

Occasionally, the answers to her cases would come to her based upon a feeling she’d gotten while interacting with someone, or in some cases, with one or more inanimate objects.

She was currently sitting at a small table across from her twenty-six-year-old girlfriend Gina, who had spent the first two minutes of their meet-up trying to do something with Abby’s hair before giving up and sitting down. Gina’s chestnut hair – which occasionally sported other colours as highlights – had a rich and dark tone and was styled in a sleek, straight bob cut to be chin-length. Her hair framed her face perfectly and complemented her fair skin tone. It would be challenging to describe Gina’s outfits without using the word elegant, but as long as you used words like impeccable, you’d likely be able to muddle through with some success.

In the back of the lobby of the office tower where Gina worked there was a little café which offered breakfasts for the early risers, an array of hot beverages for the caffeine-deprived, and some tasty yet overpriced confections for the snack cravers who were too pressed for time to go elsewhere.

The café smelled of toasted bread and the faint aroma of seasonings. Gina loved the various fragrances as they served to whet her appetite. Abby, on the other hand, found all of the smells to be overstimulating and regarded them as unprovoked assaults on her senses.

Gina glided her hand across the small table to hold Abby’s. “I’m buying lunch today, so don’t even try to argue.”

Abby furrowed her brow. “Is there an occasion I missed?”

“Today is twelve days without alcohol.”

“But you had a drink this past weekend.”

Gina shifted awkwardly in her seat and looked away. “I know, but it was just one glass of wine and only because I was so stressed.”

“Then it’s not logical for you to state that you’ve gone twelve days without alcohol.”

“I wasn’t including that one glass of wine in those twelve days,” Gina winced. Now that she’d said it out loud it sounded so much worse ears than it had in her mind.

Abby frowned. “I can’t celebrate that when you’re still stress-drinking.”

“Maybe, but barely ever now, and it’s so much less than it was; I’m making a lot of progress,” Gina pulled her hand back and began squeezing her napkin with both hands. She tried to brighten her expression. “But I’ve been completely drug-free for three months now and not even one relapse, so that’s something to celebrate.”

“Yes, that’s true. That is a big accomplishment and I’m very proud of you for that.”

Gina beamed. She had hoped for Abby’s acknowledgement, even though it was a small victory and the temptation of turning to pills to manage her anxieties was an ongoing challenge. “And once I have my cravings under complete control, then my plan is to work on completely cutting out the wine, which will be the final alcohol for me to quit. You know, several demons down, one to go.”

Abby struggled with metaphors but managed to mentally work out the meaning of her demon reference. “I think it’s sensible to celebrate all of the progress you’ve made, so I don’t want you to think I’m unhappy, but I’m still concerned. I know I’m worrying more than is logical, but I can’t seem to prevent it. You know that’s why I needed a liver transplant, right? I was drinking way too much.”

“I know.” The words came out in a murmur. “And you’ve been, like, such a huge inspiration for me to cut back. And with your help I know I can quit completely.”

Abby nodded but was wrestling with... whatever it was she was feeling. She’d had a life-long challenge of making sense of – or even identifying – what feelings she was experiencing at a given moment beyond a basic this feels good and this doesn’t. She wasn’t fully clear if Gina ever truly grasped how much of a tortured existence she – Abby – had lived when she was, in a very literal way, drinking herself to death. She adored Gina and had come to depend upon her for so many things, so the thought of losing her to alcoholism... 

“Just to be clear, I only drank a lot to prevent my brain from seizing up.”

Gina made deep eye contact and nodded. “I know, babe. You told me it was due to your CCS.”

Abby’s life had been greatly hindered due to having CCS, or Captio-Cerebrum Syndrome, a rare and little-known neurological disorder whereby the cognitive part of her brain was in a constant state of seizure caused by a small tumor in her brain pressing on blood vessels. Hard liquor allowed her brain to function (in a somewhat paradoxical and counter-intuitive way) until she met Alyssa, a friend who’d had a long-time fascination with chemistry and extensive knowledge of herbal medicines. Alyssa eventually found a mixture which provided Abby’s brain some respite from the seizures but it wasn’t a cure. There was no cure for CCS. The tumor couldn’t be surgically removed without extreme risk of permanent brain damage or death, so Abby needed daily doses of the mixture to stay lucid.

“Okay, good.” Abby sighed, relief emanating from the released breath. “I needed alcohol in order for my brain to work.”

Gina smiled. “I know, and I needed it to feel less like I was drowning in an ocean’s worth of pain as well as more emotions than I could process.”

“I understand you were in pain, but our situations were different so I don’t get the comparison. I drank out of necessity but you were drinking to escape feelings.”

Abby’s words stung, but Gina made a point of not reacting. She’d been in a relationship with Abby long enough to understand how she communicated. There was no malice, no subtext, and certainly no passive-aggressive overtones; it was just concern... blunt, authentic, and heartfelt concern.

“I agree that our two situations were different, babe. But in the end both of our paths would have ended up on the same one-way expressway ramp over the same cliff.”

Abby processed the cliff example for a while. She took pride in her improvements in understanding metaphors, which she owed largely to Gina’s admirable patience over the past year. “That’s true, and you’re right. They’re both self-destructive. I just wanted to be clear that I didn’t drink for fun.”

Gina sat back and let her jaw drop. As much as she loved Abby, her lack of emotional awareness was an ongoing sore point. Abby only saw the drinking but she didn’t truly see or appear to understand what the underlying causes were. “Do you think I found drinking fun?”

Abby was surprised by the question, as she believed the answer to be obvious. “Yeah, I do.”

Gina caught herself before she reacted with outrage due to an element of honesty at the root of what Abby had said. “Okay, fine, that’s true. I did find it fun sometimes, but I mostly did it to numb myself.”

“I understand that part too, but there are better ways of dealing with pain and trauma than through giving yourself alcohol poisoning.”

“I know.” Gina put a heavy amount of defensiveness into both words. “But do you? Do you truly know what it’s like to feel hollowed out inside, or is that just what you think a normal person would say?” She regretted saying the word normal, but Abby didn’t seem phased by it. Gina exhaled in relief and then continued in a more level voice. “Remember, babe, I didn’t have any positive role models growing up, so I started doing what I saw others doing because I didn’t know anything else. I didn’t plan on it becoming a crutch, but it happened and I’ve been dealing with it.”

Abby rubbed her face. She recognized the importance of the conversation, but she struggled to put her feelings on the matter into meaningful words. It was frustrating for her because Abby could state a short summary of her thoughts, but then Gina would get upset or sad and then – even worse – pretend she was feeling neither and Abby still didn’t understand how that sort of denial wasn’t seen as a lie. Abby snapped back to the current conversation and was concerned that she wasn’t being helpful enough so she hazarded some thoughts she’d hoped would be of assistance. “I know you’ve got a lot of problems with your family, but aren’t there some, I don’t know, distant relatives or cousins you could connect with for additional support?”

“No. Nobody in the family tree gives a flying fig about me, Abby. I’m family tree-less because from trunk to stem, it’s all rotten. Every putrid branch has been cut off, every, er, root system severed, and the leaves are...” Gina realized too late that she’d pushed the metaphor too far and she felt stuck. “Never mind. Forget the leaves. Forget the entire dendrological example, actually. Let’s just pretend the fig tree got fed up with my example, took up competitive rowing, and then retired to Guam.”

Abby had ceased trying to make any sense of Gina’s sentence after the phrase it’s all rotten. She understood the custom of offering vague words to show she was still listening and decided to give it a try. “Yeah, um, I know that family stuff can be the worst.”

“It really can be.” Gina put her crumpled napkin on the small table and thought about how to broach the next subject which she had been wanting to discuss for months. “Um, you know, speaking of families, in all the time I’ve known you, you’ve never talked about your own parents. Do you get along with them?”

“My parents?” Abby scoffed. “We had a terrible relationship for a long time, but it got better around twenty years ago.”

“What happened to make things better?”

“They both died.”

“Ah, I see. Well, I guess that’s the same with me.”

“Really?” Abby squinted. “I thought your parents were still alive.”

“Well, they’re technically still alive, yes, but they’re dead to me.”

Abby furrowed her brow. “So, when you say they’re dead to you, that’s a metaphor thing, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay.” Abby nodded and sat back in the chair. “I still don’t get why people use metaphors.”

“For emphasis, mostly.”

“But isn’t that why words like very and huge and tiny were invented? Metaphors aren’t even slightly logical; they’re just lies everyone says with the understanding that nobody should believe any of them.”

Gina suppressed a smile. My poor, sweet Abby... literal to a fault. “Sorry, I forget how you feel about them sometimes.”

“Why are your parents still alive and also dead to you?”

“They didn’t approve of the people I was attracted to. Well, wait, it wasn’t the actual people as much as it was the gender of those people. They consider any relationship other than male-female to be deviant behaviour because that’s what their church told them to believe. I’m reminded of them every time our judgmental housekeeper comes over to clean.”

“I thought religions were better about that kind of thing now.”

“I think most of them are, but the message of acceptance and universal love never reached the fundamentalist church my parents go to. Or maybe it did but the message showed up at the church door, got severely scolded and threatened, and then had to flee to its therapist.”

“Wait,” Abby wrinkled her nose. “I thought your parents were Catholic.” 

“They were, but with extra emphasis on the past tense there. They got in with the wrong crowd, found a version of Jesus I’d never read about in the Bible, and were born again.” Gina put her hands up. “And just to be clear, that doesn’t mean they underwent a literal rebirth, it just means they went from the Biblical version of the Jesus who said to help the poor and love everyone to a version of him who’d apparently sucker-punch anyone who said to help the poor and love everyone.”

“Okay, but what does any of that have to do with the bad relationship you have with your parents?”

“Because after they found their new belief system, they stopped using my name and only referred to be as the abomination.” Gina spat the last word. “The pastor pressured my parents to get me fixed, you know, as if I was a car with a broken... whatever those things are on a car that break and need fixing. I was only eighteen, but they were told to either get me fixed or they’d be kicked out of the church. Hmph. I doubt they needed any pressure to get rid of me.”

“Then how did you manage to afford your apartment if you were kicked out and alone?”

“Well, my parents weren’t completely evil. I mean, they didn’t literally toss me out into the street or anything. They’re rich, so they bought me the apartment as a goodbye gift and said that’s all I’d ever get from them. They stated to me that they never wanted to hear from me again unless I found the Lord and I didn’t even realize he was missing. My aunts, uncles, cousins, and everyone else didn’t want to be written out of my parents’ will, so they chose a share in a future inheritance over having their deviant lesbian relative around. They’ve all blocked my number and everything.”

Abby shrugged while her blunt and unfiltered brain crafted what she said next. “That sounds like a good arrangement to me.”

“Good?” Gina’s nostrils flared. “No, Abby, it’s not a good arrangement at all. How can you say it’s good?”

“I was just thinking about it logically,” Abby said, tapping her index finger against the table surface. “I mean, the apartment’s nice, unlike your parents, and at least the apartment lets you be yourself and doesn’t treat you bad and make you feel awful about yourself like your family does.”

Gina shrugged. “I guess that’s true. I just wish I didn’t feel so much pain all the time.”

“I know, but now you have me to help you get through stuff.”

“And you’ve been amazing. Who would ever have guessed that a blunt object like you could do such a wonderful job protecting a fragile soul like mine?”

Abby tilted her head. “Sorry, but I didn’t get any of that.”

“I’m just saying you’ve been so supportive and I love you for it.”

“I want to do more, but I don’t know how.” Abby pouted. “Sometimes you need more of the, I don’t know, emotional stuff and I don’t know how to do that, and it makes me feel bad. I don’t know how to help you in order to make sure you don’t focus on being numb to the pain and instead focus on the fixing part and stuff.”

“I know, but fixing it involves pain, too, and I don’t know if I can handle any new pain on top of the old pain until I’ve dealt with the present pain.” She began to tremble and she reached out for Abby’s hands and held them tight. “That’s why I felt the need to take drugs for a while because I couldn’t function with all of the hurt. I thought I had the drugs under control, but I never truly did. And because of that, I had to stop working at the hospital.”

“Right, and I forgot to ask you about that. The job paid you quite well and the benefits were above-average, so it didn’t seem logical for you to quit.”

“I didn’t quit the job, babe; they fired me.”

“But why?”

“Because,” Gina began while she stared at the floor as though it had just become interesting. “While I was under the influence, I accidentally took a patient’s temperature with my pen.”

“That seems harsh.  I mean, it was a dumb mistake, sure, but getting fired just because you put your pen in someone’s mouth?”

“Are you kidding? I wish I’d put it in their mouth.”

Abby processed Gina’s response until realization dawned and made her regret processing it at all. 

Gina saw Abby’s expression and soldiered onward. “Can we please talk about something more interesting than my problems? I want to share some of the gossip I’m hearing upstairs at the firm today.”

“But Stanica Devlin is a corporate law firm. What could possibly be interesting?”

“All anyone upstairs can talk about today is those doctors who were killed.”

“Killed? As in murdered?”

“Yes. And they were brutally murdered from what I heard.” 

As though a switch in her mind had been activated, Abby went from girlfriend mode into full detective mode. “What exactly happened?”

“Those doctors? They were killed in their own clinic by some escaped psycho patient.”

“No, I didn’t know anything about that. When did it happen? And why didn’t I hear about it?”

“It just happened this past Friday,” Gina flashed a quick pitying look at Abby. “And I’m guessing you didn’t hear about it because you don’t follow the news.”

“Good points,” Abby sat back. “That answers both of my questions.”

“You should try to keep more current with news so you can learn about the important stuff that’s going on.”

Abby shrugged. “If something important is going on I find out about it because someone starts yelling at me, which is actually my primary way of finding clients. How did the murders happen?”

“They were doing work in their research facility when the killer attacked them. Now there’s this huge manhunt going on for the psycho who did it. And,” Gina lowered her voice as though she were divulging state secrets, “it’s not yet public knowledge, but there’s actually been more than just that one attack. There were at least two others this past weekend.”

Abby’s coffee cup froze halfway to her lips. “If it’s not public knowledge, then how do you know about it?”

Gina looked around to make sure nobody was within earshot before leaning forward and answering in a near-whisper. “CHESS is the biggest client the firm has. Stanica Devlin bills them, like, several million each year. In the mailroom, I see a lot of stuff coming in and out, so I sometimes, you know... take a peek at things.”

“Did you say chess? I’ll assume you don’t mean the game with the sixty-four squares and those small distressed-looking horses.”

“No,” Gina brushed a strand of hair out of Abby’s eyes. “In this case, CHESS is the name of the firm’s client. It stands for Colborne Health Education Science Studies. They have research facilities all over the Pacific Northwest.”

“But where did the attacks actually take place? What facilities were hit?”

“The first was in Bellingham, Washington, the second one was in Blaine right near the border, and there’s even been a third attack at a residence in south Surrey, which means the killer is in our metro area.”

Abby turned the information over in her mind for a moment. “How many dead?”

“Two killed in Bellingham, one in Blaine, and two in Surrey. Six injured between the three sites.”

“Who’s the killer?”

“Nobody knows who she is.”

“But they know it’s a she, which is something. Wait.” Abby wore a confused expression and shook her head. “I must have missed a detail. Did the psycho enter the clinic and kill them, or was she a patient in the clinic?”

“I think I read that she was a patient.”

“Then that doesn’t make sense.” Abby blinked hard. “If she was a patient, then they must know the killer’s name.”

Gina froze mid-sip. “Good point, babe. That’s why you’re the detective and I deliver the mail and copy documents.”

“So, it’s not that nobody knows, it’s that somebody knows and doesn’t want anyone else to know meaning nobody doesn’t know because the someone does.”

Gina decided to simply bypass Abby’s circular logic and move on. “You’re right. It would make sense that they’d have to have at least some details if she was a patient there.”

“Which means there’s more to that case than you’ve seen so far. Any pictures of the patient?”

“Yeah, but I haven’t managed to see any of them yet. I heard there were a few pictures taken from security footage the firm has passed along to law enforcement in Washington State and British Columbia so they can help with the manhunt.” Gina picked up her cup and took a drink. “The attacker is female, as I said, but not much info beyond that.”

Abby tilted her head. “Then wouldn’t there be a massive womanhunt underway?”

Gina nearly choked on her tea as she chuckled. “I barely passed English, babe, so you’re asking that question to the wrong girl.”

“But it was a serious question.”

“Oh my God, I love you,” Gina chortled. “Please just move onto your next question.”

Abby wasn’t sure what had just happened but it had ended well, so she skipped ahead. “Any names of the victims?”

“One of the dead in Surrey was a lawyer here at the firm. Carol Ann Shelbourne.”

“But just to make sure I understand, you’re saying that you didn’t see any of the images the firm has of the killer.”

“That’s right, but I understand the images are grainy and the attacker’s face is completely covered in all of the pictures anyway, so there’s not much to see.”

“I’d like to see the not much anyway. Do you think you could get access to the photos?”

“No, I don’t think so. Not yet anyway. Sorry.”

Abby waved a finger. “But you did say they sent the photos to the cops in Canada, right?”

Gina shrugged. “That’s what I heard, yeah.”

“Then I think I know who I can ask about seeing them. Can I get that lawyer’s name again?”
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The bullpen of the Vancouver Police Department was buzzing, as always, with the usual overlapping sounds of conversations, phone calls, and radio chatter blended with the sounds coming from the other side of the half-wall where members of the general public were being served or depending upon the attitude of the general public at the front desk, being tolerated.

Detective Neil Browne was staring at his computer monitor, reading the latest details of the case he had been assigned.

To look at him, you’d probably be surprised to learn he was close to six feet in height as he tended to hunch down when using his computer so he ended up looking much smaller. As he was in his mid-forties, his neck, knees, and back were always sore due to the cumulative effects of more than twenty years of being on the job but also from a lifetime of bad posture. Browne seemed to hold the belief that proper ergonomics only happened to other people.

The word one might use to describe his fashion sense was absent. He had the dress shirt, sensible trousers, suit jacket, and tie one might expect a plainclothes police detective to be wearing but there always seemed to be something not quite right with it all. The colours matched well enough and the clothes were in reasonable shape, but what he wore lacked any sort of vibrancy, as though they had been forced to be on his body because they lost a bet.

As for his age, it would depend upon exactly what aspect of the detective you were measuring. If you asked him his age based solely on the trips he’d had around the sun, then he would say he was forty-five years old. If you asked him how old he felt after having being a cop for more than twenty years, he would provide an age you’d expect from someone who was born during the D-Day invasion. If you asked him how old he felt based on his accumulated cynicism, then he would state an age which would put his birthdate somewhere between the invention of fire and the Bronze Age.

Detective Browne picked up the cell phone as it began vibrating on his desk. He was surprised by the name he saw on his caller ID and was considerably more surprised to find himself answering it anyway. “Abby? How the hell did you get my number?”

“You gave it to me,” Abby replied. “You did that when we worked together on my last case.”

“Oh, you’re right; I did hand my card to you.” Browne somehow managed to slump further. “Then I suppose I’ll just have to chuck that decision on top of the tower which is my life’s regrets and move on. What do you want?”

“I need some help.”

Browne snorted and shook his head. “Now that I agree with. Here’s what you do next. Congratulate yourself on your self-awareness, check yourself into the psych ward, and then leave me alone forever. I hope that covers it because I’m very busy right now.”

“Are you working a case?”

“Yes, of course I’m working a case. I’m always working on a case, Abby, because I’m a police detective and why all I can see on my desk are stacks of cases.” He waved his hand in a vague yet dramatic gesture toward the piles of paper and multiple folders on his desk, even though she couldn’t see any of it. “In case it somehow escaped your comprehension, working cases is what I do every day.”

“The mess on your desk and number of cases you haven’t done yet aren’t relevant to what I’m calling about. I want to talk to you about a particularly big case I heard about.”

“What am I? Your personal assistant?” He pinched the bridge of his nose then pulled open his desk drawer to ensure he still had some extra-strength ibuprofen and antacids on hand. “Call the non-emergency police line and waste their time instead of mine.”

“Are you at a computer?”

He scoffed. “It’s generous of you to call it that, but yes. Why?”

“I want you to look up a name.”

“I’m not going to give you any information, you know.”

“Good, because I’m not asking you for any. I’m calling to give you information.”

Abby could hear some papers being rustled and guessed it meant he was preparing to write her information down, but he was actually reorganizing the papers after banging his forehead onto the pile, sending it sliding off his desk and onto the floor. If it was possible for every exasperated sigh to unite into a single sound, Browne emitted a noise eerily similar to it. “This better not be one of your weird theories again.”

“Look up the name Carol Ann Shelbourne. There’s no ‘e’ in Carol or Ann, but there is one at the end of her last name.”

“That name’s familiar.” In order to free up both of his hands for faster typing, Browne wedged his phone between his ear and shoulder, ignoring the protests of his neck. Upon entering the name into his system, he waited for the result which displayed on his screen moments later. He nodded. “Shelbourne, Carol Ann. Ah, right. That’s why the name was familiar. Interesting.”

“So, you can see she was murdered in Surrey, right?”

“Yes. She’s that lawyer who was murdered by the nutcase killer who’s been in the news lately, though I’ve been told I need to be adding the word allegedly to all that.” He lowered his voice to make sure nobody could hear him. “And yet you, Abby Lunay, somehow know the name of one of the victims, even though that information hasn’t yet been released to the public.”

“Yes, of course I know the name because I just said it to you.”

He could feel all the suppressed frustrations of their prior encounters come roaring back with an unsettling sense of dread. “Okay, Abby,” he sighed. “Despite my better judgment, you have my undivided attention for the next sixty seconds, so use it wisely.”

“I think I can help you a lot with this case. And if this helps, I could be an anonymous source.”

“You can’t be an anonymous source because I know who you are. Hell, I wish you were anonymous.”

“Can you meet me?”

“That depends. Do you have actionable information for me?”

“Not yet, but I’ll get some.”

“I somehow doubt that your confidence is well-placed.”

“You always doubt me and are always proven wrong, which makes me believe you seem to take some sort of strange delight in it, which is weird considering you’re a cop detective and being wrong would be a poor skill to possess. Then again, it could serve as a possible explanation for your lack of career promotions. Can we save time and skip ahead to the part where you realize I’m helpful and agree to meet me?”

The detective was not one to suffer fools, which aligned with him also not being one to suffer the entire human race with but a few exceptions. He was willing to suffer his wife, the front desk clerk Amira, who always had snacks at her desk, his nephew, though only when he wasn’t acting like a jackass which was increasingly rare these days in Browne’s opinion, and – in a handful of desperate moments – Abby.

He let his head gradually sink lower until his forehead was resting upon his desk, wondering once again what had possessed him to answer the call. Phone calls with Abby, although rare, made him suspect Alexander Graham Bell was secretly a sadist. “Fine,” he eventually said, his eyes seeing nothing but the desk’s woodgrain and a few corners of some papers. “I’ll meet you if it’s absolutely necessary, but I already know I’ll regret it. At two o’clock, I’ll be stepping out for some coffee anyway so I’ll be at the place beside the station. It’s the same place we’ve met up at before.” He lifted his head just high enough to glance at the time showing on his computer. “Is forty-three minutes enough time for you to get there?”

“Sure. I’ll see you at two at that coffee place.”
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Abby arrived at the coffee shop early and decided to check out some news headlines on her phone in order to pass the time. She didn’t generally bother with the news, so she had to spend time searching for some sites, but all of the major media outlets in the region were screaming out the same headlines: the killer had struck twice more, and this time in Canada. 

Twice? Abby thought. Then there’s been more than that south Surrey killing...

While she scrolled through the headlines, the TV mounted on the far wall of the café began announcing the same story she’d been looking for so she pocketed the phone and focused on the screen. The TV showed a live feed where an official was announcing the Carol Ann Shelbourne death and then added that two other lawyers had been found murdered early that morning. The two latest victims were discovered in their upscale homes in the city of West Vancouver, and police are not releasing names until the families had been notified. 

The announcer cut to a clip of a police spokesperson saying security footage at the West Vancouver home showed someone accessing the residence who was dressed in the same clothes as the Bellingham killer. She kept things high-level and vague but did state there was high confidence based on evidence found at both crime scenes to indicate it was presumed to be the same killer who struck in the Bellingham and Blaine attacks. No
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