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Chapter 1

The call came in at 6:14 on a Thursday morning, which meant Cora Bishop got to the flats while the harbor fog still lay in the streets and the overnight rain had just quit. She pulled up behind the first patrol unit on Aldermoor Street and took a moment to read the block before she got out. Row of flat-fronted rental buildings, two stories each, concrete stoops, the kind of neighborhood where the parking spots fill up fast because nobody has a garage. One unit on the ground floor had its lights on and a uniform standing at the open door.

Bishop climbed out. Her coffee was still in the cup holder. She left it.

The uniform at the door was a young officer she did not know, MORALES on his nameplate, and he gave her the short version before she went in. Female victim, fifties, found by a neighbor who had a spare key. Place looked tossed. The neighbor, a woman named Hoa Nguyen, was sitting in the patrol unit at the curb and had been there since she made the call.

Bishop gloved up on the stoop and pulled on her boot covers. Inside, she stopped in the entry and looked before she moved.

The apartment was a ground-floor unit, maybe seven hundred square feet. One main room served as living room and dining room together, with a kitchen alcove off to the right and a short hallway leading back to a bedroom and bathroom. The furniture was modest, well-kept, the kind of care that makes cheap things last. There was a sofa with a folded blanket across one arm and a low table in front of it. The table had been knocked over. A floor lamp lay on its side. A kitchen chair was tipped near the entryway, and the kitchen drawers had been pulled and their contents scattered, utensils and dish towels on the linoleum.

The victim was on the kitchen floor. Bishop let her gaze settle and hold, the way she had learned to. Not looking away, not past her. Ellen Tran, 54, according to the patrol log. She lay on her back, one arm above her head, one at her side, still in street clothes, dark slacks and a collared shirt, the kind you wore to work. She was not wearing shoes.

The clothes were pressed. Her hair had been cut short and neat, silver at the temples. A woman who showed up places the same way every time.

The cause was visible and Bishop did not dwell on it. Head injury, blunt force, behind the right ear. She noted the location and moved on. That was for Vidal.

Priya Nair and her team were already working the kitchen, and Priya glanced up at Bishop as she came closer. "Floor and counters are processed to the hallway. Bedroom and bath are yours."

"What about the point of entry?"

"Rear window, bathroom. Latch was popped. No glass broken." Priya set down a swab. "Which is interesting, because that window is nine feet off the ground in an alley with no adjacent structure. Something to stand on."

Bishop made a note and went down the hall.

The bathroom was small, clean to the point of austerity. A single toothbrush in a holder. Shampoo and a bar of soap in the tub shelf. A basket of over-the-counter medications, organized, labels facing out, the habit of someone whose working life was built on not making errors. The window above the toilet was the rear window Priya meant. It faced onto a gap between the building and the next-door fence, roughly ten feet wide, and the window was barely large enough to admit a grown man sideways.

Bishop crouched and looked at the sill. Scuff marks, faint but there, the kind boot soles leave when a person pulls themselves up from below. She photographed it with her phone and went to the bedroom.

And that was where she stopped.

The bedroom had been tossed in the same theatrical way as the kitchen. Drawers out, clothes from the closet on the floor, the nightstand knocked over. A jewelry box lay open on top of the dresser, which had been shoved at an angle as though someone had yanked the top drawers hard.

The box was open.

The jewelry was inside it.

Bishop stood still and looked. The box was a decent one, dark wood, lined with cream fabric, and it held the pieces a woman keeps because they matter. A gold chain with a pendant. A pair of earrings with stones that caught the light, deep green, the size of a small pea. A thin bangle that had the warmth of real gold when Bishop leaned in. A small tray held a locket, the old-fashioned hinged kind, closed. None of it was costume, and you did not need to be an appraiser to see the difference between the earrings in that box and the kind you buy at a drugstore.

A thief who came through a rear window and had time to toss two rooms did not miss an open jewelry box on the dresser. Nobody missed an open jewelry box.

Bishop took out her notebook and wrote: jewelry. box open. contents undisturbed. what was he looking for?

She stood and looked at the rest of the bedroom. A framed print on the wall above the bed, a reproduction of something Pacific, cedar-carved, the kind you pick up at a local art fair and stop seeing. On the nightstand, before it was knocked over, there had been a glass of water and a book, both now on the floor. The book was a library copy of something called The Goshawk, and the due-date slip at the front showed it four days overdue. Ellen had not made it back to return it.

Bishop crouched and looked without touching. A bookmark was lodged roughly a third of the way through. She photographed it and straightened.

She went back out to the main room and stood in the center of it, turning slowly. The lamp on the floor. The table on its side. The kitchen drawers pulled. She let her eyes find the things that were not where they should be, and then she tried to think about what was where it should be.

The television was a modest flat-screen on a stand, a few years old. Still there. Below the TV stand, a small wicker basket held electronics, a phone charger cable and an older tablet in a case. Still there. On the bookshelf beside the sofa, a row of paperbacks and three framed photographs, and in front of the photographs, a small jar that turned out to hold loose change when Bishop picked it up and tilted it. Two or three dollars at most, but still.

She set it back. The photographs interested her. All three showed Ellen with other people. The leftmost was old enough that the print had warmed to yellow: a family at a table, Christmas decorations behind them, a younger Ellen with her arm around a boy of perhaps eight. The middle was a candid of Ellen and another woman Bishop did not recognize, standing on a dock, both laughing, the harbor behind them. The rightmost was an event photo, a fundraiser or a gala, and in the background, behind the people in front, hung a banner Bishop could partly make out: a stylized wave and the words MERRICK MARINA FOUNDATION.

Ellen was in the group photo at the left edge of it, not looking at the camera. Looking at someone out of frame.

Bishop photographed all three.

No purse visible. She looked back at the coat rack by the door. A jacket hung on one hook. Below the rack was a narrow wooden shelf, the kind for shoes, and on it sat a pair of nurses' clogs. No bag.

Morales was still in the doorway. Bishop turned. "Was a purse recovered?"

"Negative. We catalogued what's visible. No bag."

"What about her phone?"

"Also negative."

Bishop wrote it down. She crossed back to the kitchen and looked at the counters. A single coffee mug, rinsed and upside down on the drying rack. A small wooden recipe-card box. A magnetic notepad on the refrigerator door, the kind with a pen attached, and on it was a shopping list in a neat small hand. Yogurt, coffee, whole-grain bread. Low-sodium soup. The items of a person who cooked from a list and stuck to it.

On the refrigerator itself, held with two magnets, were two photographs. One was an older family shot, a younger Ellen with a man and two small children on a beach, all of them squinting into the sun. The other was more recent: Ellen in scrubs, standing with colleagues outside what Bishop recognized as Harrowgate Hospice, the long-term-care facility on the hill. They were all smiling. Ellen's smile was restrained, a person not comfortable at the center of things who did not want to be difficult about it.

Bishop looked at that photograph a long moment. Then she looked at the door itself, above and below the photos. Two magnets and no coupons, no appointment cards, no to-do lists. The refrigerator door a tidy person keeps clear. Nothing had been held there and removed; there was not even the ghost of a previous magnet in the dust.

She went back out and found Priya at the kitchen perimeter. "The purse and phone are missing."

"I know." Priya bagged something small from the floor. "Wallet too, I think. I found the shape of one in the drawer, a dedicated slot she'd made by folding a dish towel. It's not here."

"Who takes the wallet and the phone and leaves gold earrings in an open box?"

Priya did not answer, because it was not a question that had an answer yet. She kept working.

Bishop went out and found the neighbor, Hoa Nguyen, still in the rear of the patrol unit. She was in her sixties, small, in a housecoat and rubber sandals, holding herself with the rigid stillness of shock that has not fully hit yet. Bishop got in beside her and did not rush anything. She waited until the woman looked at her.

Nguyen had lived next door for eleven years. She and Ellen watched for each other's lights, took in packages, had spare keys. Not close in the way of friends, but the practical closeness of two women living alone in the same building, each of whom valued someone who knew you were supposed to be there. She had not seen Ellen since Tuesday evening, when they had waved from their stoops. She came this morning because she had seen the lights on and the door ajar from across the street.

"Ellen is not a woman who leaves her door open," Nguyen said. "Not ever. Not for a minute."

"Did Ellen have any regular visitors?"

Nguyen thought about it. "Her friend from work comes sometimes. A woman. I don't know her name. And there was a man, but not recently. A year or more ago."

"A boyfriend?"

"I don't know. He came maybe four times. Then he stopped coming." She paused. "Ellen didn't say anything about it. I didn't ask."

"What about her son?"

Nguyen's expression shifted, a small tightening around the eyes. "Danny. He came sometimes. Not always good visits." She looked at her hands. "I don't want to say things that are not my business."

"You're helping her," Bishop said. "That's all this is."

Nguyen was quiet for a moment. "He needed money sometimes. Ellen would give it and then be sad afterward. I could hear them sometimes, not words, just the tone. He would raise his voice and she would not."

"When did Danny last come by?"

"Maybe three weeks ago. Maybe a little more."

"Did anything seem different with Ellen in the last week or two? Did she seem worried, or were there new visitors?"

Nguyen thought for a long moment. "She was quieter. Not sad, just quiet. Thoughtful. She has been here eleven years and I know her routines. The last two weeks the light in her kitchen was on later than usual. Past eleven some nights. That is not like her. She is a person who sleeps at the same time."

Bishop wrote it down. She thanked Nguyen and got out of the car.

The harbor light was coming up now, gray and low, the smell off the water brine and diesel and the faint sweetness of low tide. She stood on the sidewalk and looked at the building's front window, where the lights inside made a yellow square in the pale morning. Priya's team moving through it in white suits. The scene photographer's flash making brief bright rectangles.

She thought about the jewelry box, its lid up, the gold chain still there. The window nine feet off the ground and the scuff marks on the sill and no object in the alley to stand on. A phone and a wallet and a purse removed, a television and a tablet and a jar of change left behind.

A robbery gone wrong has a shape, and this one did not fit it.

Ruiz pulled up to the curb at 7:08, still zipping his jacket, and Bishop filled him in on the stoop. He listened without interrupting, which was a thing she appreciated about him. Ruiz was younger and had three years fewer in Major Crimes, but he was not a person who needed to hear himself arrive at things out loud. He listened until she was done.

"The jewelry," he said, when she finished.

"Yes."

"Was it good stuff?"

"Good enough that nobody who went through the trouble of that window leaves it."

Ruiz looked at the building. "Purse and phone are the kind of things you take if you want it to look like something it isn't."

"That's one reading," Bishop said.

"You have another?"

"Not yet." She put her notebook away. "Let's get a time of death from Vidal before we theorize."

She went back inside to wait for the medical examiner's team and stood in the kitchen doorway, looking at the refrigerator photograph. Ellen Tran in her scrubs, smiling carefully with her colleagues. A woman who had spent her working life sitting with people at the end of theirs. A hospice nurse knows when something is wrong. She had spent decades reading the room.

She had not gotten out.

The scene photographer was working the bedroom now. Priya's team had the kitchen done and was working the main room. Outside, the morning had turned to a flat gray overcast and the harbor was making its harbor sounds, gulls and a distant diesel engine and the faint knock of lines against a mast somewhere.

Bishop looked at the upturned table, the lamp on the floor. She looked at the kitchen drawers in a pile and thought about the order in which you would have to do things if the scene was not discovery but construction. Kill her first, wherever that happened. Move her to the kitchen floor. Then go to work: pull the drawers, tip the table, knock the lamp over, go to the bedroom and rake the drawers and the closet and leave the jewelry box open with the jewelry inside. Fast. Efficient. Something practiced.

Then she pulled out her phone and called the duty sergeant to put in a request for Ellen Tran's next-of-kin notification and her personnel file from Harrowgate Hospice. She wanted the last two weeks of a careful woman's life. She wanted to know what the kitchen light was on for until past eleven.

The duty sergeant said he would have the contact information to her within the hour. Bishop hung up and stood in the apartment that smelled of a life interrupted and listened to her colleagues working the evidence.

Behind the right ear. Moved after death. Nothing taken that a thief would want. Everything taken that might tell you who she talked to.
Chapter 2

The Kite County Medical Examiner's facility sat at the end of a county road behind the hospital campus, a low-slung building of brown brick that looked both institutional and private at once, designed to discourage casual visits. Bishop had been there more times than she counted. She knew the parking lot, the smell of the entrance lobby, the way the front desk administrator never quite met your eyes because she had seen too many people arrive with the wrong face on. She knew the corridor to the examination suites, a stretch of fluorescent light that turned everyone's skin to paper, and she had stopped noticing it years ago.

Ruiz was meeting her here after running the background on Ellen Tran's emergency contacts, which the file from Harrowgate had described as sparse: one adult son, Danny Tran, last known address in the Garrow neighborhood, no phone listed as current, and a sister in Tacoma who had not been in regular contact. The preliminary ME report had come through at eight that morning, flagged urgent to Bishop's queue, and she had read it in her car in the police department lot before driving over. Three pages of technical documentation that amounted to this: Ellen Tran did not die the way the apartment wanted you to think she died.

Vidal met her at the doors to the examination suite and handed her a second pair of gloves without being asked. She was a compact woman in her mid-forties, economical in her movements and her words, and she had worked with Bishop long enough that they did not bother with the front-room exchange. They walked and talked.

"Wednesday evening," Vidal said. "Between eight and eleven is my preliminary window. That is based on ambient temperature at scene and lividity onset, and it is a wide window on purpose. Once I have the autopsy findings and the labs back, gastric emptying and potassium levels in the vitreous fluid, I will be able to narrow it considerably. For now, eight to eleven is what I will put in writing. She had not eaten recently before death, stomach contents consistent with a meal several hours prior." She pushed through the door to the suite and led Bishop to the table. "The body was positioned supine. That is not where she fell."

"You're certain."

"The lividity pattern is inconsistent with where she was found. She died on her left side, and the pooling confirms it. She was moved after death and within the first two to three hours, repositioned on her back with her arm above her head. The arm position reads as a fall. It was not a fall." Vidal indicated the wound location with the careful economy of someone who has described these things a thousand times and still believes precision matters. "One blow. Here. The wound characteristics are inconsistent with any of the objects at the scene as they were catalogued."

Bishop looked at the documentation Vidal had laid out. "Walk me through that."

"The overturned table has a particleboard corner. Particleboard leaves a different impression, and the geometry does not fit. The floor lamp is lightweight aluminum with a tapered shaft. The kitchen chair has a round-edge seat. None of these objects produce this wound. What produces this wound is a smooth, curved surface with a significant contact area and considerable force behind the contact." Vidal paused. "My working candidate is a bathroom fixture. A tub rim, specifically. The curvature and the contact area both fit. I want the bathroom fixtures measured and compared before I commit that to a final report, but that is where I expect this to land."

"Could she have struck the counter herself in a fall?"

"It is within the range of possibility. However, the body was moved. If she fell and struck the counter and died there, she would not have been moved to the kitchen floor and arranged unless someone else was present. And if someone was present and moved her, the question of why they moved her answers itself."

Bishop stood with that. Where she fell told you where the confrontation happened. The kitchen floor did not.

"Where do you think she fell?"

"The bathroom is my best guess, given the fixture geometry and the fact that the rear window entry point was staged there. But the bathroom had been cleaned. Priya's team found diluted bleach trace on the tub rim. Not a deep clean. A fast one, the kind you do when you need to remove visible evidence in a short window."

That was new. It had not been in the preliminary report. "That wasn't in the document I read this morning."

"Priya called me with it twenty minutes ago. She is updating the scene report now." Vidal looked at Bishop. "It changes the picture somewhat."

"It changes it a lot," Bishop said. "Somebody cleaned the bathroom."

"A partial wipe. Enough to remove the obvious."

Bishop thought about that. The organized medicine basket, labels facing out. The bathroom too clean even before Priya found the bleach trace, too spare, too arranged. A woman that methodical would not leave her bathroom less than clean. The cleanliness had looked natural until it did not.

Ruiz arrived twenty minutes into the conversation, still carrying a coffee he had not finished. He came to Bishop's side and she walked him through the key points while Vidal assembled the reference photographs she used for consultations. The wound location. The lividity mismatch. The bathroom.

"Staged entry," Ruiz said, when she was done.

"Yes."

He looked at the photographs Vidal laid out, the clinical documentation of the wound profile. "Bleach in the bathroom."

"A partial clean. Fast."

He set his coffee down on the far end of the counter, away from everything, and was quiet for a moment. "This isn't spontaneous. You don't have a bleach cloth in your back pocket when you break a window."

"The window may not have been broken," Bishop said. "The latch was popped. Priya's team found scuff marks on the sill but no object in the alley to stand on. Which means the entry may have been arranged after the fact, the same as everything else in that apartment."

"Front door," Ruiz said.

"She was in her kitchen without her shoes. She had been home long enough to settle. Someone came to the door and she let them in."

Vidal had been listening from a few feet away while she organized the photographs. Now she looked at them both. "That is consistent with the absence of defensive injury. There was nothing under the fingernails. One old bruise on the left forearm, not recent. This happened fast and from behind or from a direction she was not tracking. You do not put up no defense at all against a stranger unless you were very surprised or very trusting."

"Or both," Ruiz said.

"What about height?" Bishop asked. "Build?"

"The angle of the wound on a woman of her height, five-three, suggests the blow was delivered by someone at least five-nine. Probably more. Reasonable strength but not exceptional. A person of average build with a surface of appropriate weight and profile could produce this result." Vidal paused. "There is no weapon at the scene that I can identify as the primary instrument. Whatever struck her or whatever she struck, it is either a fixture in the bathroom that was subsequently cleaned, or it was removed."

"So potentially a brought weapon," Ruiz said. "Something carried in."

"A possibility worth keeping open, yes."

Vidal stepped back and let them stand with the photographs. Bishop looked at the image of Ellen Tran as she was found, the position of the arm, the placement of the body against the kitchen counter. The journey from wherever Ellen fell to where she was arranged, some number of feet, accomplished by a person who was not panicking. Who had the presence of mind to clean and to stage and to take the phone and the wallet but not the jewelry.

She thought again about what was absent.

The jewelry was not what the killer wanted. The phone and the wallet were not either, not really. Those were the story. What they were looking for was small enough to carry out in a purse, and would not look strange to remove because it was already inside the purse when they took it. A phone. A notebook. A slip of paper. Something Ellen had written down or been given.

Bishop looked at the note she had made at the scene. what was taken (phone/wallet/purse) vs. what was left (jewelry/electronics/cash). the first category is identity and communication. the second is value.

"She had something that mattered," she said. "Something she knew or something she'd been given. And whoever came to her door that night knew she had it."

Ruiz looked up from his own notebook. "Which means they knew her."

"Or knew of her. Knew what she did for a living. Knew who she'd been with."

"Patient."

Bishop did not answer that directly. Not yet. But she thought about the conversation she was going to have at Harrowgate Hospice, about hospice nurses and the privacy of what they witnessed, the things people said when they were no longer afraid of the consequences. What people unburdened at the end. How much weight went into a quiet room at two in the morning when you knew the time was short.

"I want her phone records as soon as we can get them," she said. "And I want to know if she had a home laptop or a paper notebook, anything that wasn't recovered at the scene."

"Working the warrant for the records today," Ruiz said. "The laptop question, that needs another visit to the apartment. Maybe Priya's team hasn't logged everything yet."

Bishop looked at Vidal. "Tox?"

"Sent. Three to five days. Nothing visible at exam that suggests incapacitation, but I will not discount it until the screen is back."

"Anything else I should know before I go talk to her employer?"

Vidal considered. "She was in good health for her age, all else equal. She was not a woman who was going to die soon on her own terms. Whatever happened to her was entirely from outside." She looked at Bishop steadily. "Whoever did this was in her home for a period of time after she died. There are trace elements still being processed that may tell us more about that duration. But this was not rushed in the way that an interrupted crime is rushed. This was careful."

Bishop thanked her and followed Ruiz out through the corridor, the fluorescent light giving way to the gray of the parking lot. The harbor smell came on the wind, diesel and brine and something cold underneath. Across the lot, through the perimeter of chain-link and the stretch of county road, she could see the far end of the Salish Sea, just a ribbon of dark water between the trees.

She stopped at her car. Ruiz waited.

"The bathroom," she said. "If that's where she fell, she was in the bathroom with someone she'd let in the front door. You don't end up in the bathroom with someone by accident. You go there together or you follow them."

Ruiz thought about it. "She shows them something. Or she goes to get something."

"Something she kept in the bathroom."

They both looked at the thought. A careful woman, organized medicine basket, labels facing out. The kind who might keep important papers in a waterproof bag under the sink, or folded inside a prescription bottle, or tucked behind a loose section of baseboard. Who knew the habits of her trade well enough to keep something safe from a quick search. Who had learned to be careful in rooms where people ran out of time.

"We need Priya to go back in," Bishop said. "Specifically the bathroom. Under the sink, behind the fixtures, anywhere that isn't obvious. If Ellen hid something and the person who killed her didn't find it, it's still there."

"I'll call her." Ruiz had his phone out. "What are we looking for?"

"I don't know yet. Papers. A notebook. Something you write on after hearing something you need to remember." She looked out across the parking lot toward the county road and the distant line of water. A barge was making its way up the sound, running lights visible in the gray morning even at this distance. "She was a nurse for twenty-six years. She knew how to document things. She would have trusted a written record more than her own memory, especially if the record was all she had."

"What do you mean?"

Bishop turned back to him. "If someone told her something that mattered, something she needed to act on, she would have written it down. And kept it somewhere it couldn't be easily found. Not because she was paranoid. Because she was careful." She thought about the medicine basket, the labels all facing forward. "The person who came to her door Wednesday night was looking for that record. They took her phone to check her messages, her contacts, anything digital she might have shared. They took her wallet so it looked right. They tossed the apartment so the search would look incidental." She paused. "But they cleaned the bathroom before they staged anything else. The bathroom was the first thing they did."

"Because that's where she was."

"And maybe because that's where they found what they were looking for. Or didn't find it." Bishop opened her car door. "Either way, I want Priya's eyes on every inch of that room."

She got in the car. Through the windshield the barge had moved further up the sound, its bulk dark against the gray water. A woman who kept her medicine basket organized even when no one was looking. Care not for other people but for yourself.

Something was missing from that bathroom. Not taken in the staged sense. Missing the way a thing is missing when you look at an arrangement and feel the shape of what is not there.

She could not name it yet. But she knew it was there to find.

She drove.
Chapter 3

Harrowgate Hospice occupied a converted Victorian on the hill, one of the large wooden houses the old Port Salish money had built in the 1890s and the city had slowly repurposed as the families sold and moved on. It had been a hospice for thirty years. Someone had painted it a dark sage green with cream trim and kept the grounds well, a privet hedge along the walk and window boxes under the ground-floor sills. In a different context it would have been one of the better-maintained properties on the hill. The hill above the flats caught the wind off the water, and the flag above the portico snapped and turned as Bishop and Ruiz came up the walk.

Aldermoor Street and the top of the hill were six minutes apart by car and felt like a different city. Down in the flats, the buildings were rental stock from the sixties and seventies, concrete and flat roofs and parking lots, housing where people managed, not where they settled. Up here the streetscape was established trees and wrought-iron fences and the occasional bay window with leaded glass. Old money for Port Salish, which meant the families who had gotten here first and done well enough from fish-processing and shipping contracts and timber to build large houses and watch the city grow below them. Most of those families were gone now, scattered to easier places or thinned by the slow attrition of generations. What remained were their houses.

The director of Harrowgate, a thin man named Garrett Loke who wore a tie and had the manner of a person practiced at absorbing bad news without visibly doing so, had been notified of Ellen Tran's death by the department's victim services liaison that morning. He met them in a small reception room off the main entrance and brought them coffee that neither of them touched, and he answered their initial questions with the kind of care that is both genuine and professionally cultivated in people who work in proximity to grief.

Ellen had been on staff for eleven years. She had come to Harrowgate after a decade in a surgical unit at Kite County General, and she had made the change, Loke said, because she wanted to work with patients who needed more continuity than a hospital floor could offer. Long-term care. Final care. She had been, in his phrase, one of the facility's most trusted nurses.

"She was not a flashy person," he said. "She was the one who stayed. When a patient's family couldn't be there at the end, Ellen stayed. We have twenty-two nurses on staff at any given time. Three of them have that quality consistently. She was one of the three."

"Did she have any trouble recently?" Bishop asked. "Complaints from patients, from families? Conflicts with anyone on staff, anything that was outside the ordinary for her?"

Loke thought about it. Not performing thought, actually considering. "Nothing formal. Nothing in her file, no complaints, nothing that reached administration. She had very good relationships with the families, which is often where trouble comes from in this kind of facility. People are under enormous strain when they're here and sometimes they redirect it." He paused. "If there was something troubling Ellen in a personal sense, she would not have brought it to me. That would not have been her way."

"Who would she bring it to?"

"Sylvie," he said. "Sylvie Okafor. She's our charge nurse. Ellen and Sylvie have worked together here for six years. If Ellen confided in anyone here, it was Sylvie."

He left them in the reception room and went to find Okafor. Bishop looked at the room while Ruiz checked his messages. The pale yellow walls and the pastoral prints and the boxes of tissues on every flat surface were the work of someone who had thought carefully about what a room needed to contain. Not to make things easier, but to make the hardest parts slightly less exposed. Framed photographs on one wall, patients and staff, some taken at holidays or seasonal events, an institutional warmth that takes effort to maintain and was succeeding here. Bishop walked along the wall.

Near the bottom right she recognized Ellen Tran. Standing at the back, to one side, not quite centered. The same restrained smile as the refrigerator photograph at her apartment, holding herself at a slight remove from the center of it.

What the photograph did not show interested her more. No photograph of Ellen with a patient's family, the thank-you photo facilities like this often displayed, the grieving family and the nurse who had seen their person through. There might be privacy reasons for that, protocols about consent. Or Ellen was not the kind of nurse who let herself be photographed with grieving families, who made other people's worst moments about her own presence in them.

Ruiz looked up from his phone. "I've got a partial workup on Danny Tran. Twenty-eight. One prior, a petty theft from 2021. Possession history, treatment more than once. No violence." He paused. "No current address in the system. Last known was Garrow, which matches the hospice file. He's been moving around."

"The liaison get a response?"

"Left a message. Nothing back."

"We'll need to run him down."

"Already put in a request with records for the last known associates. And I asked them to pull his phone number history." He put the phone away. "He knew his mother was a hospice nurse?"

"She'd been doing it for eleven years. He'd been in her life off and on. Yes, he knew."

"Motive for a robbery attempt isn't hard to build."

"No," Bishop said. "It isn't."

Sylvie Okafor came in with the bearing of a person who had been doing hard things for a long time. She was in her fifties, tall, close-cropped hair going gray at the sides, her scrubs creased at the waist and the knees from hours of movement, a long shift near its end. Her name badge was clipped at the pocket. She shook their hands and sat across from them, fully present without being pulled under by it. Her eyes were red at the rims, controlled.

"I apologize," she said. "I've been with families all morning. I didn't want to make you wait."

"You didn't make us wait," Bishop said. "We appreciate you coming."

Okafor nodded and looked at her hands for a moment. Then she looked at Bishop. "She's been here eleven years. I know everyone on our staff. But Ellen I knew."

"How did you know each other?"

"We started the same year she came to Harrowgate. I was already charge nurse. She was coming over from General. The transition isn't easy, from acute care to end-of-life, the rhythms are completely different, the relationship with outcome is completely different. I spent a fair amount of time with her in the first months making sure she was adjusting well." Okafor paused. "She adjusted better than most. She understood something about this work that some nurses take years to find and some never do."

"Which is?"

"That presence is the work. Not fixing, not treating, not solving. Being there is the job." She was quiet for a moment. "Ellen was very good at it."

Bishop started with the professional questions, the easy architecture of an interview, and let Okafor fill in the picture piece by piece. Ellen's caseload, her relationships with patients, her standing with staff, the pattern of her last several months. Okafor's answers were consistent and detailed, the attention of someone who noticed people because the work required it. Ellen was methodical. She documented carefully. She had good relationships with families and stayed out of the small institutional politics every facility generates. She did not seek recognition.

"Did she talk to you about her personal life?" Bishop asked.

"Some. We ate lunch together most weeks when our schedules allowed. We weren't close outside work, but inside it we were, if that makes sense. You see someone in the hardest moments of their professional life often enough and you know them." Okafor's voice was level. "She worried about her son. She didn't say a great deal about him but I could tell when things were worse or better by the quality of her silence on the subject."

"How were things recently?"

"The last year, a little better. He'd had a period of more than twelve months without serious trouble, as far as she knew. She was cautiously optimistic, which for Ellen was optimistic."

"When did you last see her?"

"Tuesday. Her shift ended at four. I was coming on at three for the evening handoff, so we overlapped an hour. We did the handoff notes together. She was thorough, she was correct, everything was in order." Okafor paused. "But she was somewhere else. Mentally. Present in the room and thinking about something that wasn't in the room."

"Had that been true before Tuesday?"

The question had weight and Okafor felt it. She looked up from her hands and met Bishop's eyes directly. "For the last two weeks. Maybe a little longer. Call it since the first of the month or just before." She chose her next words carefully. "Not distracted in a way that affected her work. She was still completely correct in everything she did, and if anything she was more careful than usual. She was checking things she didn't need to check, double-documenting where she would normally trust her notes. She was doing everything right and doing it twice." She paused again. "She seemed like someone trying very hard not to make a mistake."

"What kind of mistake?" Ruiz asked.

Okafor looked at him. "I don't know. I assumed it was related to a patient, a case that was weighing on her. That happens. Sometimes a patient says something or a situation develops that stays with you. I didn't push. In this work you learn to leave space for people to process at their own pace." A beat. "I should have asked."

"Did she say anything at all about what was on her mind?"

"No. I asked once, generally, if she was all right. She said she was fine." Okafor looked at the table. "That was what Ellen said when she was not fine. She was not a person who asked for help easily. She was more comfortable giving it."

Bishop let a moment pass. "Can you tell me about her recent patients? The ones she'd been primarily working with in the last month or six weeks?"

Okafor glanced toward the door and then back. "I can tell you in general terms. For clinical specifics you would need a formal request and the legal process that goes with it. Patient confidentiality doesn't stop because a nurse dies."

"Understood. General terms is a start."

"She had three long-term patients in that period. One family relocated to Seattle and the patient transferred to a facility there about a month ago. One patient is still with us." She folded her hands. "The third passed away approximately three weeks ago. An older man. He'd been with us since January."

Bishop kept her voice easy, unhurried. "What was he like?"

"Quiet. He didn't have much family, or the family he had wasn't present. He received very few visitors. Ellen was very attentive with him, more than her usual standard, which was already high. Toward the end he was asking for her specifically when she wasn't on shift. That happens, patients form attachments to particular nurses, but with this patient it seemed more urgent than that. Like he needed to tell her things."

"Did he?"

Okafor considered. "I believe so, yes. In the final two weeks he was declining significantly. He was on palliative protocols. He was not sleeping well. He would be awake late and Ellen would sit with him, which she often volunteered to do. Past her shift hours." She looked at Bishop carefully. "I noticed because the overtime log shows her in the building three times after midnight in his last week."

"Do you remember his name?"

"Mr. Keel. Walter Keel. He was in his late seventies. He'd worked waterfront before retiring, I believe, dock work or harbor-related. He came to us in January with significant pulmonary problems and what we call failure to thrive, which is our way of describing a body that is winding down from multiple causes at once. He passed quietly in late September." She paused. "Ellen sat with him at the end. She sat with many patients at the end, but with Mr. Keel it seemed different afterward."

"Different how?"

Okafor was quiet for a moment. "She was troubled. Not the way you are troubled after losing a patient you've become fond of, which is a grief you learn to carry in this work and carry well. This was something else. A heavier thing. I asked her if she was all right. She said she was fine." She looked at her hands. "That was the same day. The day he passed."

"And that was three weeks ago."

"Approximately. Twenty-two days, I think."

"And the change in her behavior, the extra care, the double-documenting. When did that start relative to when Mr. Keel passed?"

Okafor looked up sharply, hearing something in the question. She thought about it carefully before she answered. "A few days after. Not immediately. Maybe four or five days after." She was still. "She had to think about something first, before it made her careful."

She said the last sentence quietly, as though she was hearing it for the first time herself.

Ruiz had been making notes and now he asked: "Did Mr. Keel have any visitors during his stay? Particularly toward the end?"

"I'd have to pull the log. We keep visitor records for all patients. I don't recall anyone specifically for him, but I may not have noticed. He wasn't a patient whose visitors would have stood out to me at the time." She stood, and Bishop understood the meeting was reaching its natural end. "I'll pull whatever I can get you from the visitor log without a formal request. For patient records themselves, I'll cooperate with the warrant process. I want to help you with this."

"You've helped considerably," Bishop said, and meant it.

They walked out through the hospice's main corridor, past the nurses' station with its organized medications and its bank of call lights, past a small common room where a television played low and two visitors sat in separate chairs not talking. Past a door partly open, from which came the sound of someone talking very softly. Not distressed. The voice a person uses saying something true for the first time or the last, wanting to be sure they are understood.

Bishop walked past with her face straight and thought about Walter Keel and what he might have said in the dark hours past midnight to the nurse who stayed.

On the portico, Ruiz zipped his jacket against the wind. The harbor was visible from the hill, a gray mirror between the city and the sound, and on its near shore the Merrick Marina's new docks made a clean white line in the gray morning. The signage was readable even from here, the stylized wave. The same logo Bishop had seen in the background of the photograph on Ellen Tran's shelf.

"Walter Keel," Ruiz said.

"Walter Keel."

"And three weeks after he dies, Ellen starts being careful. Double-documenting. Late nights."

Bishop looked at the harbor. The marina was well-kept, the docks and the lot maintained against the weather, a place with money behind it. The development had opened more than twenty years ago on a section of waterfront that had been industrial since the early part of the century, cannery-adjacent, land that sat derelict for decades before someone with the right connections made it into something. The Merrick name was on it. Councilman Gray Merrick, who had built his way into the waterfront himself, a contractor who had turned one marina project into the rest of a career, long before Bishop was on the force.

"Careful isn't afraid," Bishop said slowly. "Careful is someone who is trying to get something right. She was trying to do something right and worried about doing it wrong."

"She was trying to decide something," Ruiz said.

Bishop turned away from the harbor. "Get me everything public on Walter Keel. Obituary. Property records. Any county filings, probate, deeds, liens. Employment history if it's accessible."

"How far back?"

"Start at thirty years and come forward." She looked at him. "And I want to know if there's any documented connection between Walter Keel and the Merrick waterfront operation. Any kind of record."

Ruiz looked at her for a moment. "That's a specific question to ask without much to go on yet."

"It is," Bishop said.

She glanced back at the harbor one more time. The clean white docks in the gray water. A careful woman up past midnight with a dying man who worked the waterfront. A woman who, four or five days after that man died, started checking things twice.

"Pull the Merrick Marina construction records too," she said. "Whatever's in the county permit database. I want the timeline."

She went down the steps before Ruiz could ask her what timeline she meant. She did not have an answer for that yet. But she had a direction, which was more than she'd had at six this morning on Aldermoor Street, looking at a door left open by a woman who never left her door open.
Chapter 4

Ruiz had the financials spread across his monitor by eight Thursday morning, and Bishop could tell from the set of his shoulders that the picture they made was not what anyone had expected.

She set a coffee on his desk and took the chair across from him. The bullpen was quiet. Two other detectives were in but neither was paying attention. Outside, the rain had moved from overnight drizzle into something more purposeful, sheeting down the tall windows in slow diagonal lines. Harbor weather. The kind that settled in for days, patient and grey and indifferent, and made you understand why the cannery workers in the old photographs always looked like they were waiting for something they were not sure would arrive.

"Walk me through it," she said.

Ruiz swiveled the monitor. "Ellen Tran had a checking account at Kite County Federal and a savings at the same branch. Nothing exotic. Checking shows her hospice paycheck coming in every other Friday, autopay to utilities, rent, a grocery store, a pharmacy. No large deposits in the past eighteen months. No large withdrawals. The savings sits at fourteen thousand two hundred and some change and it has barely moved in two years. She put in two hundred dollars most months and took out nothing."

Bishop studied the ledger lines. She was looking for the thing that was not there. "No cash withdrawals above, say, two hundred dollars?"

"The biggest one I can find is three hundred in October, which matches a dentist visit she charged the same week. I think she was paying for something the insurance didn't cover." He tapped the screen. "My point is this: if someone killed Ellen Tran to rob her, they got it wrong twice. Wrong victim, wrong method. There was nothing to take. Fourteen thousand dollars in a savings account is not a motive. Her TV was fifteen years old. The jewelry on her dresser, the stuff you noted wasn't touched, I looked it up. Her daughter's pearl earrings and a gold chain, maybe six hundred dollars retail, probably less."

"So robbery is a story," Bishop said. It was not a question.

"It is a story someone made up fast." Ruiz pulled up a second window. "Phone records are more interesting."

Ellen's call log ran back sixty days. Ruiz had color-coded it: hospice colleagues in blue, a number tagged to a woman named Linh Pham in red (her sister, Bishop would later confirm, in Tacoma), a handful of short calls to a pharmacy and her landlord. The pattern was consistent, unhurried, the ordinary telephone life of a woman who was not hiding much. She called her sister on Sunday afternoons, sometimes twice. She called the pharmacy so often the number was probably in her contacts from memory. The calls to the hospice desk went long when she was worried about a patient, brief when things were routine. You could read her whole professional week in the log if you knew what to look for.

Except for one cluster of entries, circled in yellow.

"Wednesday night," Bishop said.

"Wednesday night. She got a call at six forty-two from a number I can identify. Her sister, Linh, eleven minutes. Then at eight-seventeen she calls a different number, talks for four minutes. At nine-oh-nine she calls it again. Two minutes twenty seconds." Ruiz sat back. "That second number is a prepaid."

The word landed in the room the way it always did. A prepaid phone was a choice. Buying one was not, on its own, a crime or even a secret. Plenty of people used them for legitimate reasons, cheap international calls, keeping a work line separate, not trusting the big carriers. But calling one twice in the same evening, twice from a number that traced back to you, twice on the night you were going to end up dead before midnight, that was a detail. It meant someone on one end of that call had something to protect.

"Carrier?"

"I got the tower pings. The prepaid was active in Port Salish both times she called it. Both pings bounce off the same cell tower, which covers the waterfront and the old cannery district north to roughly Pier Fourteen." He pulled up a map, dropped two blue dots onto it. "It did not travel between the two calls. Whoever held that phone was in the same general area for the full eighty-two minutes between Ellen's first call and the second."

Bishop looked at the map. The cannery district and the waterfront. Working Port Salish, the part that smelled of brine and diesel even when the boats were in. Not the hill, not the new condos by the marina. The end of the harbor where the fleet tied up and the storage facilities ran along the road, where the light was bad at night and the people who were there had reasons to be there.

"And after nine-oh-nine?"

"After nine-oh-nine that prepaid goes dark. No further activity. Either it was powered off or the SIM was pulled." He met her eyes. "Ellen was dead sometime before eleven, at Vidal's preliminary outside estimate. That's still a wide window."

Bishop stood and went to the window. The rain on the glass made the street below look like it was moving. She thought about Ellen Tran at six forty-two, calling her sister in Tacoma. Eleven minutes. A normal call, probably. A voice to hold at the end of a hard week. Then the call ends at six fifty-three, and there is silence. An hour and twenty-four minutes of nothing in the log. Then she calls a prepaid at eight-seventeen, talks for four minutes, and calls it again at nine-oh-nine for two minutes and twenty seconds. Then, hours later, someone is in her kitchen.

What had she said on those calls? What had the person on the other end said back?

She tried to put herself in Ellen Tran's kitchen at eight-seventeen. A woman of fifty-four, careful by all accounts, private. Who organized her
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