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Dr. Leeya Dane and Grimsly Skythe continued meeting and talking while they drank their coffees at Starbucks. 

All the big events that brought tourists from around the world were finally over. Thanks to recent changes in administration, most of the Canadian “snowbirds” didn't come this year. The locals didn’t seem to mind unless they owned businesses that depended on tourists. Streets weren’t as busy. It was easier to get reservations in restaurants, although most told their customers reservations were no longer needed. 

During the year since they first met, Leeya still had the unexplained deaths that she would close with “Manner: Undetermined, “” Accidental, “Pending” (this one drove the mayor crazy). They were all unexplained on paper, but thanks to Grimsly, Leeya knew the truth. She just couldn’t document it. 

The Starbucks partners and Barista’s had started to think Leeya and Gus, a.k.a. Grimsly, were becoming or had become a couple. Their interaction had changed over the past year. Hands reaching out and softly touching the other’s hand, a slow connection as a foot under the table found the other’s foot. But it was when Gus came in alone during the day and ordered his and Leeya’s coffees and left, the suspicions became more like a certainty.

It wasn’t unusual for someone to walk by the door to Leeya’s autopsy room and see her talking to herself. They knew she recorded her findings and her notes. Grimsly only showed himself to her and those with whom he had business. 

Leeya had always flirted with death since assisting Mr. Reeves at the mortuary while in high school and throughout college. As she and Grimsly became more comfortable with each other, the flirting took another route. 

She had learned not to mention anything more about him to her parents, to her mother in particular, who eventually stopped asking. Last-minute cancellations for family gatherings were now expected. The relatives stopped asking if Leeya would be coming. If she were there or came after they arrived, they knew she might be called out to a crime scene or back to the morgue.

Grimsly would visit Leeya at her home when he could. She knew he was on his way when the temperature dropped slightly before his entrance. The only difference in his appearing was the way he would be dressed. The black ragged cloak wasn’t worn, nor were his black scrubs. He still wore black, but now in street wear: shoes, if any, pants, and shirts. 

There was something different each time Grimsly visited. The chill of his touch became warmer. His scent was more human, and he wore cologne. Even his breath was different—no more smell of raw meat. Cleaner. Mouthwash.

During one of his visits, Leeya asked him to tell her a story about one of his ‘cases’. She loved scary movies and books, and he was the perfect person to tell her.

“You mean like a bedtime story?” He asked as he observed the lateness of the night.

She smiled a Mona Lisa smile at him. “I doubt I’ll fall asleep.”

Grimsly sank deeper into the worn leather couch, the dim lamplight casting long shadows across his sharp features. His gaze drifted somewhere far beyond the room, as if peering through centuries of dust and regret. Leeya sat close beside him, her hand resting in his, warm and alive—such a fragile contrast to the chill that always clung to his skin.

"Avignon," he began, his voice low and velvet-rough, like wind scraping over ancient stone. "Spring of 1348. The Black Death had already devoured half of Europe, and now it feasted on the papal city. The air was thick with it—not just the stench of rotting flesh piled in the streets, the acrid smoke from lime pits and burning tar, but something deeper. Fear. It soaked into the stones, into the souls of the living. They knew I was coming for them, even if they couldn't see me. Whispers in the dark, prayers that went unanswered. I walked among them unseen, inevitable."

His fingers moved slowly over the back of Leeya's hand, tracing idle, ghostly patterns—circles that tightened and loosened like nooses.

"There was a woman. Laura de Noves. Married to a count, mother to eleven children—though only a few would outlive that year. She was beautiful, yes: golden hair that caught what little sunlight dared enter the shuttered windows, eyes like spring leaves before the frost. But it wasn't her beauty that lingered in men's hearts. It was the way she moved through the world—gentle, radiant, making everyone around her feel... seen. Worthy. Even from afar."

He paused, the silence heavy.

"A poet fell in love with her. Francesco Petrarch. He first saw her in a church on Good Friday, twenty-one years earlier—ironic, isn't it? He loved her from that moment, fiercely, hopelessly. But he never approached her, never confessed. He kept his distance, married to his words instead. Over two decades, he wrote hundreds of sonnets to her—canzoniere, he called them. Praising her eyes, her voice, her virtue. Idealizing her into something almost divine. All while she lived her ordinary life: bearing children, managing a household, growing older behind the walls of a respectable marriage."

Leeya's voice was soft, barely breaking the hush. "Did he ever ask you to spare her?"

Grimsly gave a faint, bitter smile and shook his head. "Mortals rarely know me the way you do, love. To him, I was just... fate—a cruel whim of God. When the plague finally slithered into her home—carried on fleas from the rats in the Rhône, or perhaps on the breath of a servant—the fever took her quickly. By Good Friday, exactly twenty-one years after he'd first glimpsed her, I came for her."

His eyes darkened, the memory pulling him deeper.

"She lay in a grand bedchamber that reeked of vinegar and herbs—futile attempts to ward me off. Her skin was slick with sweat, marked by the black swellings under her arms and groin, the telltale tokens of my touch. Her breathing was shallow, ragged. In the next room, her children wept—some already feverish themselves, calling for their mother through the thin walls. Servants had fled or fallen ill. She was alone, except for me."

He leaned closer to Leeya, his voice dropping to a whisper that sent a shiver across her skin.

"She looked right at me. Not through me, not past me—right into whatever passes for my eyes. Most beg, bargain, scream denial. But Laura... she smiled weakly and whispered, 'Finally.' As if she'd been waiting. As if release was a gift, not a theft. I granted her mercy then—swift, painless. She slipped away like a sigh."

Grimsly met Leeya's gaze steadily, something raw flickering in the depths of his ancient eyes.

"But Petrarch... he learned of her death weeks later. It shattered him. For the next twenty-six years—until his own end—he poured his grief into ink. His greatest triumph, the Trionfi: a vision of Love, Chastity, Death, Fame, Time, and Eternity, all parading in triumph. And at the heart of it, her death. Death conquering Love. He wrote of her ascending to heaven, eternal, while he remained chained to earth in sorrow. Beautiful words born from unimaginable pain."

A long pause. The only sound was Leeya's breathing, steady but quickened.

"Sometimes," Grimsly murmured, "in the quiet centuries since, I wonder if I should have lingered. Let the fever rage a little longer, given her days or weeks more of agony. Let him have a few extra moments of hope, a chance to finally speak his heart before the end."

Leeya's fingers tightened around his. "Would she have wanted that? More suffering, just for his poetry?"

"No," he said quietly, the word heavy with millennia of such choices. "She was ready, kind even in her parting. But the living... they always cling to the illusion that more time would heal anything. That it would be enough to say the unsaid, to hold what was never held."

He lifted her hand to his lips, brushing a cool kiss across her knuckles.

"They never understand: time isn't the mercy. I am."

Something in Leeya’s being shifted. She took his hand and laid it upon her breast. He looked at her with startled eyes as she drew herself closer to him and kissed him. 

He pulled back and gazed deep into her eyes. She knew of the deaths he caused through sexual acts, yet there was a want, a need. 

“If I give you what you want, you must promise never to reference death. For...” Leeya interrupted by kissing him passionately. 

“I promise.”

Grimsly rose from the couch, drawing her up with him. For a moment, they stood facing each other in the dim light, her breathing quick and shallow, his utterly still. Then she took his hand and led him down the darkened hallway.

His footsteps made no sound. Hers were soft thuds on hardwood. The contrast reminded her what he was—what she was choosing anyway.

At her bedroom door, she paused. His hand in hers was no longer cold, but warming degree by degree, as if his ancient nature was yielding to something newer, more human.

She pushed the door open, the faint amber glow of the bedside lamp spilling across the room like liquid gold, catching on the edges of furniture and turning shadows into velvet. The air felt thicker here, heavy with the scent of her skin and the faint trace of jasmine from the sheets. Grimsly stepped in behind her, the door closing with a hushed click that sealed the world outside.

They stood inches apart, close enough that she could feel the subtle pull of his presence—like standing at the edge of a cold river and realizing the current is already tugging at your ankles. Her breath came quick and shallow; his did not come at all, yet something in the way he held himself felt taut, restrained. Waiting.

Leeya reached for him first, fingers brushing the top button of his shirt. She undid it slowly, deliberately, as though each small motion required permission. The second button followed, then the third, revealing the smooth, pale expanse of his chest inch by inch. Her knuckles grazed his skin as she worked, and she felt the faintest tremor run through him—an impossible reaction from something eternal, yet there it was. When the shirt finally parted, she slid her palms inside, pushing the fabric from his shoulders. It whispered down his arms and pooled at his feet. She let her hands linger, tracing the sharp lines of his collarbones, the lean muscle beneath—skin that had warmed for her alone, degree by impossible degree.

Grimsly’s hands settled at her waist, thumbs pressing lightly through the thin knit of her sweater, as if testing the reality of her. He gathered the hem and lifted it with agonizing slowness; the fabric dragging over her ribs, catching for a heartbeat on the curve of her breasts before sliding free. Cool air kissed her skin; his gaze followed, dark and unblinking, drinking her in. When he reached behind her to unclasp her bra, his fingers brushed the nape of her neck—a touch so light it felt like a promise rather than contact. The lace loosened and fell away. For a long moment, neither moved, the space between them electric, humming.

Leeya stepped closer, closing the last breath of distance. She pressed her lips to the hollow at the base of his throat, tasting faint salt and something indefinably ancient. The kiss lingered, open-mouthed, her tongue tracing the subtle dip there. She felt the corded tension in his neck as she moved lower—slow, deliberate kisses along his collarbone, across the firm plane of his chest, pausing to circle one flat nipple with the tip of her tongue. A low sound escaped him, barely audible, more vibration than voice, and it sent heat spiraling through her.

His hands flexed at her waist, then slid downward, finding the button of her jeans. He undid it with deliberate care, the soft rasp of the zipper impossibly loud in the quiet room. He eased the denim over her hips, sinking to his knees as he guided it down her legs. His mouth followed the path—warm, open kisses along the curve of her hipbone, the sensitive crease where thigh met body, the trembling inside of her knee. Each press of his lips was a question; each shiver she gave him was an answer. When he rose again, his palms skimmed up the backs of her thighs, thumbs tracing the edge of her underwear, pausing there—teasing, not yet claiming.

Leeya’s hands found his belt, fingers fumbling only slightly with the buckle. She freed it, then the button beneath, drawing the zipper down with the same measured restraint he had shown her. She pushed fabric away—pants, briefs—until he stood bare before her, moonlight and lamplight painting silver and gold across the hard lines of his body. Her breath caught; his eyes darkened further, pupils blown wide.

Skin met skin at last. The shock of it drew a soft gasp from her—warmth against warmth, heartbeat against stillness. Their mouths found each other in a kiss that started slow and deepened by degrees, tongues sliding, tasting, learning. His hands mapped her back in long, possessive strokes; hers clutched at his shoulders as though anchoring herself to something that might vanish. Every touch carried weight, centuries of restraint unraveling thread by thread.

He guided her backward until her calves met the bed. Instead of lowering her immediately, he paused, mouth trailing fire down her throat, lingering at the frantic pulse point before continuing—teasing the slope of one breast, circling the peak with deliberate slowness until she arched into him with a whispered plea. Only then did his lips close over her nipple, drawing gently, tongue flicking, while his hand mirrored the torment on the other side. Pleasure coiled low and tight in her belly, sharp and sweet.

His palm slid lower, over the tremor of her stomach, between her thighs. He found her slick, swollen, aching. One slow stroke of his fingers had her hips jerking; a second, deeper, circling, made her moan into his mouth. He watched her face with fierce concentration, learning every flicker of expression, every catch of breath—adjusting pressure, rhythm, until she was trembling on the brink, thighs tightening around his hand.

Only then did he ease her down onto the cool sheets, following her, settling between her legs with deliberate care. He held himself above her for a long moment, eyes locked on hers, the broad head of him nudging her entrance—hot, insistent, but still waiting. The tension stretched, exquisite and unbearable.

“Please,” she whispered, the word ragged.

A low sound rumbled in his chest—something between reverence and hunger. He entered her inch by torturous inch, letting her feel every thick slide, every pulse of him stretching her open. When he was fully seated, he stilled, forehead pressed to hers, both of them breathing hard—hers frantic, his rediscovered. The fullness was overwhelming, perfect.

Then he began to move—long, deep strokes that dragged over every sensitive place inside her, withdrawing almost completely before sinking back in. Each thrust deliberate, claiming. Her legs wrapped high around his hips, heels digging into the small of his back, urging him deeper. His hand slipped between them, thumb finding her clit in slow, relentless circles that matched his rhythm.

The pleasure built in slow, inexorable waves—higher, tighter—until she was writhing beneath him, nails scoring his back, voice breaking on his name. When release finally crashed over her, it was devastating: body clenching around him in long, pulsing waves, vision whiting out, a cry torn from her throat.

He followed moments later, driving deep one last time, spilling into her with a guttural sound that seemed wrenched from the core of him—raw, ancient, utterly undone. His arms trembled as he held himself over her, face buried in the curve of her neck, breathing her in as though she were the only oxygen he’d ever needed.

Afterward, he stayed inside her, bodies still joined, hearts—one racing, one remembering how—falling into the same slow cadence. His fingers threaded through her hair, stroking gently, reverently.

In the hush that followed, with moonlight silvering their tangled limbs, the sensual tension did not fade.

It simply transformed—into something deeper, more dangerous.

A promise that this was only the beginning.

Grimsly stayed inside her long after the tremors had faded, his weight a careful, deliberate anchor rather than a burden. Their breathing slowed together—hers settling into the soft rhythm of aftermath, his rediscovering a cadence it had forgotten for millennia. He traced idle patterns along her spine, lips brushing the damp curve of her neck, as though trying to memorize the taste of her pulse.

But even in the haze of warmth and closeness, Leeya felt the subtle shift. A cooling at the edges of his skin. A stillness deepening beyond mere rest. His hand paused mid-stroke; his eyes, when they met hers in the dim light, carried something ancient and apologetic.

Leeya’s fingers tightened briefly on his back, a silent protest. This time, she didn’t let the moment pass quietly. She pressed closer, her leg sliding over his, anchoring him to her with the weight of her thigh.

“No,” she whispered against his collarbone, the word soft but stubborn. “Not yet.”

Grimsly exhaled—something close to a sigh—and brushed his thumb across her lower lip. “The night is thinning, love. Dawn remembers me better than I remember myself.”

“Then let me remind you why you should stay,” she murmured.

She shifted beneath him, reluctant to let him withdraw fully. When he finally eased from her body—both of them exhaling at the slow, aching separation—she didn’t let him move far. Instead, she guided him onto his back with gentle, insistent hands on his shoulders. Moonlight spilled across his chest, silvering the lean lines of him, and she drank in the sight as though it might be the last time tonight.

Leeya moved down his body with deliberate slowness, pressing open-mouthed kisses along his sternum, the ridges of his abdomen, tasting salt and the faint coolness that was already returning to his skin. Her hands stroked his thighs, parting them slightly as she settled between them. He was still half-hard, glistening from their earlier joining, and the sight of him—beautiful, undone because of her—sent a fresh pulse of heat through her.

She wrapped her fingers around the base of him, stroking slowly, feeling him thicken and harden again under her touch. Grimsly’s head fell back against the pillow, a low sound rumbling in his chest as she leaned in. Her tongue traced a languid path from root to tip, savoring the taste of them both mingled on his skin. She took him into her mouth as deeply as she could—never quite to her throat, but far enough that his hips lifted involuntarily, fingers threading tightly into her hair.

She worked him with steady, worshipful focus: lips sealed tight, tongue swirling over the sensitive underside, hand stroking what her mouth couldn’t reach. Slow pulls, then faster, then slow again—drawing out every ragged breath, every quiet curse in a language older than any she knew. When she hummed softly, the vibration made his thighs tense beneath her palms; when she grazed him lightly with her teeth, he groaned her name like a prayer.

His restraint frayed visibly—centuries of control unraveling under the wet heat of her mouth, the devoted rhythm of her hand. She felt him swell further, pulse against her tongue, and she didn’t relent. She wanted this final gift: to send him into the retreating night carrying the memory of her pleasure on his skin.

When he came, it was with a broken sound that seemed torn from the depths of him—hips jerking, fingers tightening in her hair as he spilled hot and pulsing across her tongue. Leeya took everything he gave, swallowing slowly, deliberately, until the last shudder left his body.

Only then did she crawl back up, pressing soft kisses to his hip, his stomach, his chest, until she reached his mouth. He kissed her fiercely, tasting himself on her lips, arms wrapping around her as though he could fuse them together and defy the coming light.

They lay tangled again, her head on his shoulder, his fingers stroking through her hair with something close to desperation.

Eventually, the quality of the dark changed—deepened toward the hush that precedes true night’s end. Grimsly felt it first. He pressed one last kiss to her forehead, lingering there, breathing her in.

“I have to go,” he whispered, voice rough with everything they had just shared.

This time, Leeya let him. Her hand slid down his arm until their fingers intertwined, holding until the final possible second.

“I know,” she said softly.

He rose silently, dressing in the half-light with the same reluctant grace. When he was clothed, he returned to the bedside, kneeling to cup her face in both hands—one final kiss—deep, slow, tasting of salt and farewell.

Then the air stirred, cool and empty, and he was gone.

Leeya slept peacefully that night. When she awoke, she woke with a smile and was more relaxed than she had ever been. 

When she arrived at Starbucks, Grimsly was already there, sitting at their table: the one that was once hers. Before him sat four coffees. 

As Leeya approached him, he stood to greet her. Behind the counter, a partner nudged another and shifted his chin towards the scene. Not so much about the kiss Grimsly and Leeya exchanged, but by the obvious bulge inside Grimsly’s scrubs. 

“Four?” asked Leeya with mild confusion.

Grimsly smiled slyly and whispered in her ear, “You wore me out.”

Leeya wanted to laugh, but held it back, kissing his earlobe instead. 

As she sat down, she got a call: the body of a young girl was found dead by a hiker at the Sand to Snow Monument in Big Morongo Canyon.

She looked over at him, searching his face.

Giving a slight shake of his head - "Not me."

She stood, taking her two coffees as she did. Grimsly stood right after, grabbing his two coffees. “I’m coming with you.”

She shook her head, already moving toward the door. "Not this one."

Leeya and her family had hiked those trails before. Before the first trail begins, there’s a sign: “WARNING / CAUTION. MOUNTAIN LION. MOUNTAIN LIONS HAVE BEEN SPOTTED NEAR THE TRAILS. DO NOT UNDER ANY CIRCUMASTANCE ALLOW SMALL CHILDREN TO WANDER OR RUN OFF ALONE WHILE IN THE PRESERVE.” 

She remembered the sign and wondered if a mountain lion had discovered the body. If it did, why wasn’t that included in the call? Either way, she prepared herself for the worst. But sometimes, it’s not possible. 

The heat at Big Morongo was different from the city—dry, relentless, pressing against exposed skin like a physical weight. The sun had been baking the canyon floor for three days straight, and the smell hit Leeya before she even reached the body.

Death in the desert had its own signature. Not the clinical, formaldehyde-masked scent of the morgue, but something raw and organic—the sweet-rotten stench of advanced decomposition mixed with the sharper, copper tang of dried blood. The expelled fetus added another layer: amniotic fluid gone putrid in the heat, a smell that coated the back of her throat and made her breathing shallow through her mouth.

Flies swarmed in lazy, buzzing clouds. The sound was constant—a low hum that drowned out the usual desert quiet. They rose in angry black masses when she approached, then resettled on Jayne's body with obscene possessiveness.

The sand beneath her boots crunched—not the soft give of beach sand, but hard-packed desert floor mixed with shale. Every step sent up tiny puffs of dust that caught in the dry air.

Leeya recognized the girl immediately. Jayne Gaulti. Chief Gaulti's daughter. The missing person bulletin from three days prior flashed in her mind—smiling school photo, last seen Thursday evening.

But it wasn't the strangulation marks around Jayne's throat that made Leeya's breath catch.

Between the girl's legs, partially obscured by her hiking shorts, lay a small, dark mass. Umbilical cord still attached. The fetus had been expelled postmortem—what the textbooks called "coffin birth," though Leeya had never seen it outside of photographs in forensic journals.

Someone on the scene had also recognized the girl and contacted Chief Gaulti. When he arrived at the scene, screaming out her name, Leeya yelled out, “Keep him away! He doesn’t need to see this!”

The chief is a strong man. It took four men equally as strong to hold him back. 

"Chief. Sir. You don't want this to be your last memory of her. Let Dr. Dane do her job. She'll take care of Jayne." Responded an officer.

“How?” the chief asked in a raspy voice.

It took a moment before someone answered. “Strangled.”

Gaulti collapsed to the ground. “Morrison. It has to be Morrison.”

An officer pulled out a handheld voice recorder. Gaulti was about to tell something he never told anyone. 

“He’s the father of the baby. When Jayne told us she was pregnant and by whom, I lost it. I threatened Morrison with statutory rape unless he left the force quietly. I heard he became a cop up in San Francisco.” He paused, staring at Leeya while she did her job. “The bastard said he was going to leave anyway when Jayne told him she was carrying his child. He didn’t take the responsibility, called her a whore and a tramp.” Gaulti diverted his eyes to the officer recording, “Jayne told me he had convinced her a virgin couldn’t get pregnant the first time. She swore to us it was only the once.”

The officer got on his two-way radio and put out an all-points bulletin, ”Be on the lookout for Jonas Morrison, 24. Five feet ten inches, about 180 pounds. Caucasian. Former PSPD, he may be armed and dangerous.”

While this was going on, Leeya called over a sheriff. “I don’t think she was murdered here. Her left shoe is missing. The scrapes along her arms look like marks from a tree, not from this underbrush.”

The trails had been closed until further notice. A drone was sent up to look for other hikers so they could be asked to leave. But with 154,000 acres to scowl, it would take time. Luckily, it was still early in the morning, and the hiker who had found Jayne at seven a.m. didn’t see any other hikers entering or leaving. 

Leeya had called for the coroner's van to transport Jayne back to the morgue, where she could examine her body and look for evidence. Tracking dogs arrived from all over the city and county, even from nearby San Bernardino County, after Jayne had been loaded into the van. 

The morgue was quiet in a way the desert never was.

Leeya stood at the stainless-steel table while the attendant zipped the body bag open. Jayne Gaulti lay exactly as she had in the canyon, only now stripped of the illusion that nature had offered any mercy. The overhead lights flattened her features, turning a once-recognizable face into evidence.

Leeya exhaled slowly and checked the tag.
Jane Gaulti. Sixteen.
Time of autopsy: 10:42 a.m.
She began the external examination.

Petechial hemorrhages dusted Jayne’s eyelids and sclera—pinpoint red marks that confirmed what the ligature impressions already suggested. The bruising around the neck was darker now, blooming beneath the skin in irregular patterns. Finger-shaped contusions were visible along the lateral aspects of the throat. Not a rope. Not a cord.

Hands.

Leeya dictated quietly.
“Cause of death preliminarily consistent with manual strangulation.”
She noted abrasions along the forearms and upper arms—linear, shallow, bark-like. Defensive, but not from rocks or cactus. Tree contact. Drag marks were faint but present along the posterior shoulders and lower back.

Jayne’s left foot was bare.

Leeya paused, letting herself feel the weight of that omission. Shoes don’t fall off on their own. Someone removes them—or they’re lost somewhere else entirely.

She moved lower.

The fetus remained partially expelled, the umbilical cord slack and darkened. There was no hemorrhage, no trauma to the fetus itself. This was not violence inflicted there. This was physiology continuing after death, the uterus contracting as gases built up inside the body.

“Postmortem fetal extrusion,” Leeya said aloud, keeping her voice steady. “Commonly referred to as coffin birth. No sign of attempted abortion or trauma.”

She covered the area gently.

Inside, she was furious—not at the science, but at the cruelty of how this detail would be twisted once it left her mouth.

She proceeded to the Y-incision.

The internal examination confirmed what she already knew. The hyoid bone was fractured. Hemorrhaging in the strap muscles of the neck was extensive. The lungs showed congestion but no foreign material. No water. No dust. She had not been left alive for long.

Leeya opened the uterus carefully. Gestational age approximately sixteen to seventeen weeks. Placenta intact. No signs of infection or placental abruption.

This pregnancy had been progressing normally.

She closed her eyes for half a second before continuing.

Toxicology samples were taken—blood, vitreous humor, and urine—and swabs from beneath the fingernails. Trace fibers were collected from her hair and clothing, and soil samples from the soles of the remaining shoe.

Finally, Leeya examined the scalp. There it was—an irregular contusion behind the right ear, partially hidden by hair. Blunt-force trauma. Not enough to kill her, but enough to stun.

Enough to make her compliant.

Leeya stepped back and removed her gloves.

She dictated the final summary with care.

“Cause of death: manual strangulation. Manner of death: homicide. Evidence suggests the assault occurred at a different location. Victim likely transported postmortem or shortly before death. Pregnancy incidental to cause of death.”

She stopped the recorder.

For a long moment, she simply stood there, staring at Jayne’s face. Not the chief’s daughter. Not a case. A girl who had believed someone when he told her something impossibly stupid—and paid for it with her life.

Leeya reached up and gently closed Jayne’s eyes.

“I’ve got you now,” she whispered. “I’ll tell the truth. All of it.”

Then she turned off the lights and went to find the chief—armed not with comfort, but with certainty. 

Leeya was washing her hands when the phone vibrated against the stainless-steel counter.

She glanced at the caller ID.
County Crime Lab.
She answered before drying them. “Dane.”

“Dr. Dane? This is Morales in DNA. We’ve completed the CODIS comparison—seventy-two hours from submission. We have a match.”

Leeya leaned her hip against the counter. “Go on.”

“Male profile. Single contributor dominant. The match came back about five minutes ago.”

She closed her eyes—not in hope, not in relief. In
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