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October 11th, 1982

I take a sip of the coffee, barely registering the acrid taste anymore. Three hours in the pot, maybe four. The bitter sludge slides down my throat while I reach for the stack of case files.

The new one sits on top.

Of course it does.

I flip it open, already knowing what I'll find. Fitzgerald's briefing this morning was sparse, deliberately so. He wanted me to see the files first, form my own conclusions without his theories mucking up the waters.

Three women. Two west district, one east. All attacked within the last months.

The photographs stare up at me from the folder. I spread them across my desk in chronological order, pushing aside the chess board where I'd been working through a Sicilian Defense variation. The black and white images show what words can't quite capture, the aftermath of something vicious and calculated.

Saturday, October 2nd, 1982. The most recent. She's twenty-three, the report says. Found behind the Safeway on Morrison Street at 10:47 PM by a stock boy taking out the trash.

Canvas bag. Thick weave, probably burlap. Same as the other two.

I lean back in my chair, studying the pattern. All three around ten PM. All approached from behind. The bag goes over their heads first, no chance to see his face, no chance to scream before the first blow lands. Then the beating. Then the rape.

My jaw tightens.

The first victim, August 15th. West district, near the old textile mill. Second, September 9th. West district again, parking lot behind Rosie's Diner. Now this one, October 2nd, crossing into the east district.

He's expanding his territory. Getting bolder.

I pull the incident reports, scanning for details the photographs can't show. Time between attacks is shortening, twenty-five days, then twenty-three. If the pattern holds...

I glance at the calendar on my desk. October 11th today. That gives us maybe a week, ten days tops.

My coffee's gone cold. I drain it anyway, eyes fixed on the crime scene photos, committing every detail to memory.

No witnesses. Standard for cases like this, people look the other way, don't want to get involved. Or they see something and convince themselves they didn't.

I flip through the interview logs anyway. Canvas crews knocked on every door within a three-block radius of each scene. Same story each time: didn't see nothing, didn't hear nothing, mind your own business officer.

The victim testimonies paint what little picture we have. First woman, Sandra Hewitt, remembers a shadow cutting across the parking lot lights. Thought nothing of it until the bag swallowed her head. She describes him as strong, strong enough to pin her down with one hand while he worked.

No words. Not a single sound from him during any of it.

Five to ten minutes each time. Five to ten minutes of hell while he did what he did.

My left eye twitches. I press my thumb against the socket, trying to stop it.

Sandra Hewitt. Single blow to the back of the head. Concussion. Then the assault. She was mobile within a week, physically at least.

Second victim, Maria Gonzales. Multiple blows to the head and back before he even started. Another concussion. Severe contusions across her torso and thighs. Blunt force trauma opened up a gash on her scalp that needed eighteen stitches. Hospital kept her four days.

Third victim, I scan down to her name, Rebecca Walsh. Four cracked ribs. Beaten so badly she slipped into a coma at the scene. Paramedics thought she was dead when they first arrived.

Still unconscious at Memorial. Been nine days now.

I set the reports down, stare at the progression.

One blow. Multiple blows. Beaten into a coma.

He's escalating. Fast.

Not just frequency, the violence itself is spiraling. What started as incapacitation has become something worse with each attack. He's either losing control or finding his rhythm, figuring out what he really wants.

Neither option is good.

I understand now why Fitzgerald dropped this on my desk instead of handing it to Murphy or Chen. This isn't a rookie case anymore. This is someone who's going to kill his next victim if we don't find him first.

I pull the chess board back over, move a knight without thinking.

Ten days. Maybe less.

The phone cuts through my concentration like a blade. I reach for it without looking, still studying the pattern of attacks on the map I've pinned to my corkboard.

"Campbell here."

"Leon, it's Vinny."

I recognize his voice immediately, Marcell, one of the beat cops who's been on the force almost as long as I have. Good officer. Doesn't call unless it matters.

"What do you need?"

"Just busted a house party up on Maple Street. High school kids, underage drinking. Took several into custody."

I wait. There's more coming, Vinny doesn't call to report standard teenage stupidity.

The line goes quiet. Three seconds. Four. Five.

Then a deep sigh rattles through the receiver.

"One of them is your boy, Sam."

My hand stops moving across the case file. I set down my pen, lean back in the chair until it creaks.

"Was he drinking?"

"Yeah." Vinny's voice carries the weight of bad news he wishes he didn't have to deliver. "Smells like a spilled beer. Gave him the standard field tests anyway, just to be sure. He failed worse than half the town blackout drunks do every other Saturday night."

I rub my eyes with my free hand, pressing hard enough to see stars. The violence of three attacks spreads across my desk. My son drunk at a house party. The chess board with its unfinished game. Everything blurs together into one exhausting mess.

Last thing I need right now is Sam causing trouble.

"What do you want me to do?" Vinny asks.

I take a breath. Let it out slow. There's protocol for this, bring him home, slap his wrist, pretend it never happened because he's the detective's kid. That's what half the department would expect.

That's also how you raise a son who thinks rules don't apply to him.

"Go nice cop on him," I say. "Night in the drunk tank. Make it clear this is a courtesy, next time he gets booked and charged like anyone else."

"You sure?"

"I'm sure."

Vinny hesitates. "Alright. I'll handle it."

The line clicks dead.

I set the receiver down, stare at the case files.

Ten days to catch a rapist who's escalating toward murder.

And my seventeen-year-old son just landed himself in a cell.
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October 12th, 1982

The shrill tone of my alarm clock jerks me from a dreamless sleep. I slap the button to silence it before even opening my eyes, muscle memory from years of the same morning routine. My body feels heavy, weighed down by the case files swimming in my head.

I push myself up, joints cracking in protest. Another day, another dollar. The floorboards creak beneath my feet as I shuffle from the bedroom, pausing only to slip a t-shirt over my head. The fabric is worn thin from too many washes, but it's clean.

Sam's door stands open, his room dark, exactly as it was when I dragged myself home last night. The sight sends a twinge through my chest. My son, spending the night in the drunk tank. Not my finest parenting moment, but the boy needs to learn.

In the kitchen, the refrigerator light casts a pale glow as I pull out a carton of eggs and half a package of bacon. The routine is comforting, crack, sizzle, flip. The smell of frying bacon fills the kitchen, doing more to wake me than any cup of station coffee could.

My mind drifts back to the case files. Three women. Escalating violence. No witnesses. I need to establish a pattern, find the connection before, 

I move to the counter, reaching for bread to drop in the toaster when the front door swings open. Sam steps inside, disheveled and exhausted. His hair stands at odd angles, and his letterman jacket is wrinkled like he slept in it.

Our eyes meet across the kitchen. His face hardens into a dark glare that would make most people flinch. But I've stared down worse than my teenage son's anger.

"Thanks for nothing, Dad."

"Excuse you? First, what do you think you're doing? You should be in class right now. Second, whether you realize it yet or not, we did you one hell of a favor."

Sam rubs the side of his head, wincing as if the simple motion causes him pain.

"Dad, please... not so loud." His voice comes out raspy, eyes half-lidded against the kitchen light.

A pang of guilt slides through me. Alice would've torn me apart for this, leaving our boy to sleep on a hard bench with drunks and vagrants. I can almost hear her voice: "Leon Campbell, what were you thinking?"

But I know this path. I've seen where it leads in countless case files. Young men who start with drinking at parties end up in my reports as either bodies in the morgue or names on arrest warrants. The thought of Sam becoming either makes my stomach clench tighter than any hangover could.

I study him, his bloodshot eyes, the pallor beneath his tan. The football star reduced to this shuffling mess. Maybe the lesson's already sinking in.

"Take some aspirin from the medicine cabinet," I say, my voice gentler now. "Drink water, lots of it. Then get some sleep."

His shoulders slump in what might be relief or resignation.

"What about school?" he mumbles, one hand braced against the wall.

"I'll call them, make something up." I flip the stove off, the smell of slightly burned food hanging in the air. "Food poisoning, maybe. You look the part."

Sam just nods, not even a flicker of his usual sarcasm. He turns toward the bathroom, each step careful like he's walking on a ship in rough seas. The door closes behind him with a soft click.

I turn back to the stove and swear under my breath. The bacon's salvageable, just crispy around the edges, but the eggs have turned to yellow rubber. I scrape them onto a plate anyway. Food is food, and I've eaten worse at crime scenes while waiting for the coroner.

The water pipes creak as Sam turns on the faucet in the bathroom. I stare at my mangled breakfast, wondering if I've done the right thing. If Alice were here, she'd know. She always did.

I force the swirling thoughts of Sam back into their compartment. Can't save everyone if I'm distracted. The eggs taste like rubber and the bacon's too crisp, but it's fuel. Nothing more.

As I scrape the last bite from my plate, I map out the day ahead. Those crime scenes won't reveal much after all this time, but walking the ground matters. Places tell stories that reports can't capture, the way shadows fall, blind spots, escape routes. Every perp chooses their hunting grounds for a reason.

The water glass makes a hollow sound as I set it down. What kind of man hunts women with canvas bags and fists? Someone organized enough to plan, yet savage in execution. The escalation troubles me most. Each attack more violent than the last, like he's developing a taste for it.

I rinse my plate mechanically and head toward the bedroom for a shower when the phone's shrill ring cuts through the silence. Three steps and I snatch the receiver off the wall.

"Campbell."

"Leon, it's Fitzgerald." The chief's gravelly voice holds a note I haven't heard in weeks, something close to hope. "Got a development in your case."

My hand tightens on the receiver. "What kind?"

"The Walsh woman, the one from the east side. She's awake."

A surge of something bright cuts through the morning gloom. Third victim, the worst beating. Four cracked ribs and head trauma. The doctors weren't optimistic.

"When?"

"Late last night. Hospital called it in about an hour ago."

I lean against the wall, relief washing over me. Not just for the potential of a lead, though God knows we need one. But for her. Whatever hell she's waking up to, she's still here.

"I'm about to jump in the shower. I can be at Memorial in forty minutes."

"Already got Lakeland and Johnson there," Fitzgerald says. "They'll wait for you in the lobby."

"Tell them I'm on my way."

I hang up and stride toward the bathroom in my room, already planning my approach. Gentle questions, nothing to push her back into trauma. Whatever she can give us, even the smallest detail might be the thread that unravels this whole thing.

The shower can wait an extra minute. I stop by Sam's door, now closed. I knock once, softly.

"Get some rest, kid. We'll talk tonight."

No answer comes, but I wasn't really expecting one.
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Oak Valley Memorial, 8:46 AM

I step inside the main lobby of the hospital, my nostrils flaring at the familiar scent of antiseptic and floor polish. Carl Lakeland stands by the wall, his lanky frame instantly recognizable even before he spots me. His eyes catch mine and he pushes off, heading toward a side door without waiting.

"Victim's in room 32A, hasn't spoken much. Harry's up there standing guard, chief's orders."

I follow him into the elevator, my mind already sorting through possibilities. A guard detail isn't standard procedure for assault victims, even ones as badly injured as this poor woman.

A nurse wheels an empty bed in behind us, the wheels squeaking against the polished floor. She gives us a professional nod, eyes briefly flicking to our badges before looking away.

"You think that's really necessary?" I keep my voice low. "Nothing in the case file suggests she's still in danger."

Carl's face changes, the usually casual expression hardening into something grave. He leans close, his aftershave mingling with the hospital smell.

"Given what she has said? Yeah, it's probably for the best."

My pulse quickens. The woman's been in a coma, anything she's managed to communicate since waking might be our first real lead. I've been working with fragmentary evidence, crime scene details with no witnesses, no pattern beyond escalating violence. If she saw something or recognized her attacker...

The elevator pings softly as it reaches the third floor. The doors slide open to reveal the hushed corridor of the patient wing.

A glimmer of hope fills me as I follow Carl out. Maybe this is what we need to get ahead of this monster before he strikes again.

I follow Carl to the room, spotting Officer Johnson standing at attention right outside. He gives me a nod as Carl moves to join him. I knock softly on the door, getting the attention of a nurse in blue scrubs who waves me inside.

My first look at Rebecca Walsh hits me with unexpected impact. Each crime scene photo in the file had been in black and white, clinical and detached. But sitting before me is a woman with a mane of fiery red hair spread across her pillow, the vibrant color standing out against the sterile hospital white.

Something clicks in my mind. The first victim, I can picture her driver's license photo perfectly, she had nearly the same shade of red hair. The connection forms instantly, a potential pattern emerging from what had seemed random attacks.

I need to check the second victim's file. If she's a redhead too, that's not coincidence. That's a massive lead, our suspect has a preference, a specific type he's hunting.

The nurse adjusts Rebecca's IV and slips out, leaving us alone. I approach slowly, badge already visible in my hand.

"Ms. Walsh? I'm Detective Leon Campbell."

Rebecca doesn't look up. Her eyes remain fixed on the hospital sheets bunched in her fist, knuckles white from the grip. The bruising on her face has deepened to purple, one eye still swollen nearly shut. Her breathing comes in shallow, measured pulls, like someone trying to keep themselves together.

The silence stretches between us until she finally speaks, her voice barely above a whisper.

"Why?" Her grip tightens on the sheets. "Why would anyone do this?"

The rawness in her question hangs in the air. It's the same question I've asked at countless crime scenes, looking down at victims who deserved better than what the world gave them.

"Hard truth? Because some people are broken. Wish I could offer you something more comforting."

I spot fresh tears streaming down Rebecca's cheeks as I pull a chair close to her bedside. The metal legs scrape against the linoleum floor, the sound harsh in the quiet room. My notepad and pen emerge from my longcoat pocket, tools of a trade that sometimes feels impossibly heavy.

I study her face for a moment, the bruising, the swelling, the hollow look in her eyes. How do you ask someone to relive their darkest nightmare? There's no gentle way, no matter what the training manuals say.

"Miss Walsh, believe me, I appreciate how difficult this is for you, and..."

Rebecca's head snaps up, her glare cutting through me with unexpected intensity.

"Do you?" Her voice cracks, pain and rage fighting for dominance. "How could you? No one raped you. Beat you into a coma, did they?"

I close my eyes. Her words sting because she's right. I don't know that particular hell firsthand, but I know another kind, one that's haunted my steps for twenty-one years now.

"You're right," I say, opening my eyes to meet her gaze. "I can't know what it feels like to suffer that way, but..."

"But what?" Rebecca's voice drops to a whisper, challenging me to find something, anything, that might bridge the gulf between us.

I stand and move to close the door, needing privacy for what comes next. The latch clicks softly. I return to my seat, taking a deep breath to steady myself, to prepare for sharing something few people on the force know. Something I've never told my own son.

"Every officer has their reason for joining the force. Most of us cling to idealizations of justice. Or a desire to make a difference. Me? It's because of what happened to my sister."

I stare at my hands, seeing the tremor that always appears when I think about Amelia. "My sister lived in Miami with her husband Frank. Young couple, just starting out. Someone broke in one night. Frank took a shotgun blast to the chest. Amelia..." My voice catches. "She was raped and strangled."

Rebecca's eyes widen slightly, the tension in her face softening.

"Case went cold. No witnesses, minimal evidence. Just a shotgun shell and a drug needle the bastard left behind." I clench my fist. "That was twenty-one years ago. My mother never recovered, took her own life a few years later."

The room feels smaller suddenly, the
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