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Prologue: Room 7

The Seaside Motel had a way of holding onto people. Not just their luggage. Not just their secrets. Their ghosts. Room 7 hadn’t been rented in three months. Not since the night the police came—lights flashing against the ocean like a warning no one listened to. They said it was an accident.

They always say that. But the ocean didn’t agree. The waves that night were too loud. Too angry. Like they were trying to speak over the lies. And inside Room 7... the mirror was still cracked. Not shattered. Just enough to remind anyone who looked into it. Something had tried to get out.
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Chapter one: The Seaside Motel

Chapter one: The Seaside Motel

The wind off Lake Michigan was cutting through Jessie Williams’ coat as if it were a knife. She was standing just beyond the police lines, her boots sinking a little into the wet sand as the waves crashed against the rocky shore below. The lake was a very angry place this morning—dark, churning, and unforgiving. Too reminiscent of the scene behind her. Another woman. Another body. Another life lost. Jessie raised her eyes towards the Seaside Motel, a two-story structure that should have been torn down a long time ago. Peeling blue paint covered the sides, and the sign reading VACANCY in bold, flashing letters was like a dying man struggling for every last breath. It was a tired, forgotten place. Just like the victim. ‘You okay?’

It was a voice behind her, low and steady and familiar. Jessie turned to see Sebastian Jones coming towards her, the height of him silhouetted against the slate sky. Months of collaboration and she was still aware of the way he moved- calm and collected under stress and observing without drawing attention to the fact. The sort of presence that inspired instant trust or a healthy distance. It was the latter. “I’m fine,” she said, although she wasn’t quite sure that she was. “What’ve you got?”

Sebastian stood beside her, his hands thrust into the pockets of his coat. His black eyes roved over the shoreline before fixing on the body being worked over by the medical examiner. “But ME estimates she’s been in the water at least forty-eight hours,” he said. “No defensive wounds. No signs of a struggle.” Jessie’s jaw clenched. “Which means she didn’t see it coming.” “Or trusted whoever happened to be with her,” added Sebastian. It was tough. Jessie looked back at the motel. “Any ID yet?” “Room key in her jacket pocket. Room twelve.”

Jessie slowly exhaled. “So she stayed here.” “Just like the last one.” Sebastian nodded. The pattern was beginning to emerge, and Jessie was not pleased about the way it was developing.

Scene Two: Inside Room Twelve

Room twelve smelled of cheap cleaner and stale cigarettes. Jessie carefully entered, her gloved fingers touching the doorframe as she allowed her eyes to adjust to the shadows. The slanted shades were drawn partially, so a strip of gray daylight crept through. The bed was not made, its sheets rumpled as if its occupant had slept fitfully or left precipitously. “No signs of forced entry,” Sebastian walked towards the small table situated near the window. Jessie squatted by the night stand, opening a drawer. It contained a phone charger, a paperback book, and a creased receipt. She opened it slowly. “Dinner receipt from the dockside restaurant,” she said, “Two meals.”

Sebastian looked up. “She wasn’t alone.” Jessie nodded. “But whoever she was with didn’t check out with her.” She straightened, taking in the room once more. The air seemed thick, as if the walls were waiting. “I don’t like this,” she muttered. Sebastian looked at her. “Because?” “Because this place feels like a waiting room,” she continued. “People pass through, nobody asks questions, and no one remembers faces.” He looked at her for a moment. “You think the motel is more than coincidence,” he said. “I think it’s a funnel,” Jessie said back to him. “Easy access. Easy exit. Nobody pays any attention.” “This is why you’re so good at this,” Sebastian’s mouth curved subtly.

Jessie gave him a look. “Flattery won’t get you off the paperwork detail, Hollywood.” He chuckled quietly. “Worth a try.” Second scene. Outside. By the water. Later, once the area was clear and eyewitness accounts were taken, Jessie found herself back by the shoreline. She did not remember walking there. The lake stretched out endlessly before her. It was slate gray and churning. She folded her arms around herself. The cold ground helped to center her. And death always did this. It drew her inward. Made her think of all the things she couldn’t control. Her father. The cases that never closed. The lives that slipped through the cracks. The footsteps drew nearer “You always do this,” Sebastian added gently. Jessie didn’t turn. “Do what?” “Disappear into your head when the case gets under your skin.”

“Occupational hazard,” she sighed. He moved beside her, close enough that she felt the warmth of his body against the cold. There was silence as they watched the waves crash. “You thinking what I’m thinking?” he asked. “This is not just random,” she replied. “Yeah Jessie looked at him. “We’re up against a planner. A selective killer. Someone who picks locations such as this. temporary and forgettable places.” “And we’ve only just stepped into his world,” Sebastian’s gaze sharpened. Jessie swallowed hard. “Which means that he’s been watching us already.” A chill ran up her spine. Sebastian shifted his position ever so slightly to shield her from the wind. It was a small movement—almost imperceptible—but it lingered with her.

“You are not alone in this,” he said softly. 

Jessie regarded him in the moment. The man that had torn his life apart to begin anew. The man that had seen what other men had not seen. The only man that had never attempted to make her something that she was not. “I know,” she said softly. And for the first time since Jessie had arrived on the scene, she felt anything other than fear. Determination.
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Chapter Two: Low Tide

Chapter Two: Low Tide

The diner smelled like scorched coffee and salty air. Jessie slipped into the worn plastic booth across from Sebastian, shaking off her coat. The diner hung off the main street, where the marina lay, one of the last kitchens to be open during the early morning hours. A steady stream of locals flowed in and out, all fishermen, with the salty, reserved faces of men whose eyes were on the water, not the world. She cradled the mug the waitress slid before her without a word. “They remember every little detail,” Jessie said, looking into the black coffee. “Until they don’t.” “You mean the witnesses or you?” He raised an eyebrow. She let out a soft, humorless laugh. “Both.”

They’d been up most of the night: sorting through the evidence, filing reports, attempting to will the meaning from a crime scene that insisted on withholding it. The lake didn’t have a conception of justice. It devoured. “I talked to the motel owner again,” Sebastian continued, his legs extending below the table. Jessie looked up. “And?” “Swears he didn’t see her leave. Says she checked in alone.” Jessie frowned. “But it contradicts dinner recipes.” “Exactly”. Silence falls, easy and heavy. Jessie noticed how close he was sitting—his leg brushing against hers when he shifted. She tried to tell herself it was nothing. Lack of sleep. Stress. Yet, her pulse was racing. “You think he’s lying?” she asked.

“I think he’s afraid. And men of his kind. they’re the ones who turn a blind eye when trouble comes calling.” He studied her a moment longer than necessary. “Do you think it’s possible”. Jessie nodded slowly. “So do killers.”

Scene Two: Marina Office

The office was small and cluttered with maps and corkboards stuck with scribbled notes. There was one window looking out on the docks, where a few boats bobbed even in the grey sky. The harbormaster, a seasoned-looking man named Lowell Grant, crossed his arms as Jessie perused the guest log. “Are you getting a lot of weekend traffic?” she asked. Grant snorted. “More than you’d think. Tourists, drifters, people just looking to lay low for a few days.” Jessie paused. “Disappear?” Grant shrugged. “You’d be surprised at how many people come here who want to be forgotten.”

Sebastian’s eyes focused. “Does anyone know if anyone spotted a blonde woman around the docks two nights ago? Late night?” He scratched his chin thoughtfully. “Maybe. Supposed to be a couple arguing around Slip Seven. Can’t remember the names.” Jessie and Sebastian shared a look. “Arguing how?” asked Jessie. “Quiet,” Grant said. “The kind that feels dangerous.” Jessie's stomach knotted. She closed the log. “Thanks, Mr. Grant,” she said

Outside, the wind was pulling Jessie's hair when Sebastian spoke softly. “‘That receipt. Dinner for two. An argument at the docks,’” he said. Jessie nodded. “She trusted someone enough to meet him here.” “Enough to get close to the water, yes,” Sebastian said. Jessie stopped. “It’s that part that freaks me out,” she said. “Because whoever did this, they did not act rashly. They waited. They watched.” But then he turned to face her completely, his faint scar near his jaw visible. “And he knew where to stand so nobody would see.” Jessie swallowed hard. “Which means he knows this area.”

Scene Three: A Quiet Moment

For a time, they moved in silence, the sound of boots on gravel. “Do you ever feel like the lake is listening?” Jessie finally asked. “What’s that?” Sebastian asked, flicking a glance over. “I'm serious,” she urged. “Every time I look at it, it feels like it's holding onto things it won’t give back.” Sebastian halted and turned toward her. “You okay?” She hesitated. This was dangerous ground. But his direct and level gaze was difficult to avoid. “I don't like the kind of cases where the victim doesn't fight back at all,” she confessed. “It means fear came too late.” “You carry them with you,” Sebastian’s voice softened. "All of them," she said. For a brief second, he didn’t speak. Then he extended his hand—not touching, yet almost. “You don't have to carry this alone,” he said.

Jessie gazed upon him, really seeing him: the one who noticed the breaks in her and didn’t try to glue them back together. She caught her breath. “Be careful, Hollywood,” she whispered. “They will get ideas
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